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Abstract  

Early attachment experiences play a critical role in shaping adolescent social behavior, emotional 

regulation, and interpersonal relationships. Rooted in attachment theory, this literature review 

explores how secure and insecure attachment styles influence social competence, peer dynamics, 

and emotion regulation during adolescence. Research indicates that secure attachment fosters 

self-esteem, empathy, and adaptive emotional coping strategies, while insecure attachment 

correlates with difficulties in emotional regulation, social withdrawal, and heightened sensitivity 

to peer rejection. Maladaptive coping mechanisms, such as emotional suppression or 

hyperactivation, often persist into adulthood, exemplifying the long-term impact of early 

attachment experiences. This review also examines attachment-informed interventions, including 

mindfulness-based approaches, attachment-based family therapy, and behavioral management 

programs, which have shown promise in improving peer relationships and emotional well-being. 

By integrating attachment theory into clinical practice, mental health professionals can enhance 

therapeutic outcomes and promote resilience in adolescents struggling with attachment-related 

difficulties. This review highlights the need for continued research into the intersection of 

attachment, social relationships, and adolescent mental health, with implications for both 

preventative and intervention-based approaches. 

Key words: attachment theory, emotional regulation, secure and insecure attachment, coping 

mechanisms, social competence, peer relationships  
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Introduction 

Attachment theory provides a valuable framework for understanding how early 

relationships influence our patterns of connection throughout life. Dan Siegel (2020) describes 

attachment as a process in which a caregiver’s mature brain helps organize an immature child’s 

developing brain. Insecure attachment, often stemming from inconsistent caregiving, can have 

profound, long-lasting effects on emotional and social development (McDaniel, 2021). The first 

1,000 days of life are particularly crucial for forming secure attachments, which lay the 

foundation for lifelong well-being. Neglecting these early attachment needs can lead to mental 

health issues such as depression, anxiety, and violence, which in turn contribute to chronic 

distress and toxic stress that can weaken the immune system (McDaniel, 2021). Addressing these 

early attachment injuries is vital for healing and for fostering healthier future relationships. 

Attachment begins with primary caregivers in early childhood and extends to broader 

social relationships as children grow, including connections with peers, teachers, and friends. 

Secure attachment in infancy is associated with positive outcomes in self-esteem, social 

communication, empathy, and emotional regulation—factors that contribute to healthy 

relationships in adolescence (Kumar & Raj, 2016). A secure attachment helps children develop 

key social competencies, such as empathy and reciprocity, while enhancing emotional regulation, 

which supports effective peer relationships (Elicker et al., 1992; Groh et al., 2014). In contrast, 

insecure attachment is often linked to difficulties in emotion regulation, social competence, and 

peer relationships, leading to struggles in school and higher rates of peer rejection (Granot & 

Mayseless, 2001). Maladaptive emotional regulation strategies, like disengagement or 

hyperactivation, can persist into adulthood, further hindering social adaptation and emotional 

stability (Girme et al., 2021). These findings underscore the long-lasting impact of early 
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attachment on both emotional and social development, emphasizing the importance of fostering 

secure attachments to promote resilience and healthy social functioning. 

This literature review highlights the significance of attachment theory in understanding 

adolescent behavior and emotion regulation. By addressing early attachment experiences and 

promoting secure attachments, we can support healthier emotional regulation, resilience, and 

more positive social interactions throughout life. 

Overview of attachment  

Attachment theory, developed by John Bowlby (1969), emerged from observations of 

children in orphanages after World War II. Despite having their basic needs met, many children 

failed to thrive, experiencing developmental delays or even death (McDaniel, 2021). Bowlby 

hypothesized that consistent, warm, and responsive caregiving was essential for healthy 

psychological development, proposing that infants are biologically driven to form attachments 

with primary caregivers as a survival mechanism (Bowlby, 1969). This attachment system 

promotes behaviors that maintain proximity to caregivers, ensuring protection and 

developmental support. Bowlby identified three responses in children separated from 

caregivers—protest, despair, and detachment—highlighting the importance of secure caregiver 

connections. Mary Ainsworth (2015) expanded Bowlby’s theory with her "Strange Situation" 

study, which identified three primary attachment styles: secure, anxious, and avoidant. Securely 

attached infants sought comfort and used caregivers as a "secure base" for exploration. 

Anxiously attached infants exhibited clinginess mixed with anger, while avoidant infants 

appeared emotionally detached, avoiding or withdrawing from caregivers during distress 

(Ainsworth et al., 2015). Attachment theory underscores how early caregiving interactions shape 

brain development, emotional regulation, and social bonding. Neuroscientist Allan Schore (2001) 
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found that positive caregiving activates the brain’s reward systems, releasing dopamine and 

serotonin, which reinforce feelings of security and pleasure in social interactions. These “micro-

interactions,” such as cuddling and responding to needs, shape neural pathways, fostering trust 

and emotional stability (McDaniel, 2021). Schore described this as “experience-dependent 

development,” where early caregiving experiences influence a child’s later ability to form secure 

connections. Conversely, inconsistent or neglectful caregiving can lead to attachment 

insecurities, affecting relationships into adolescence and adulthood (McDaniel, 2021). This 

foundational framework emphasizes the profound impact of early relationships on lifelong 

emotional health. 

Patterns of Attachment: Secure and Insecure Types 

Attachment patterns are classified into one secure and three insecure types: avoidant, 

resistant/ambivalent, and disorganized/disoriented. Secure attachment arises when parents are 

emotionally available, perceptive, and responsive to their children’s needs (Siegel, 2020). This 

sensitivity allows caregivers to perceive and respond to the child’s inner experiences, fostering a 

sense of being understood. Mary Ainsworth’s research (2015) emphasized that maternal 

sensitivity—a caregiver's ability to respond effectively to a child’s mental state—plays a critical 

role in forming secure attachments. Securely attached children, who constitute 55–65% of low-

risk populations (van IJzendoorn & Kroonenberg, 1988), are emotionally regulated, socially 

adept, and comfortable exploring their environment, knowing they can rely on their caregiver for 

support. 

Avoidant attachment develops when parents are emotionally unavailable, rejecting, or 

unresponsive (Siegel, 2020). Children in this category suppress emotional expressions and 

minimize proximity-seeking behaviors, learning early to create emotional distance as a defense 
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against rejection (McDaniel, 2021). This attachment style, sometimes referred to as dismissive, 

often leads to difficulties in forming close relationships, as these individuals perceive emotional 

closeness as threatening or weak (McDaniel, 2021). Avoidant attachment is observed in 20–30% 

of infants in low-risk populations (Ainsworth, 1988). 

Anxious attachment, or resistant/ambivalent attachment, results from inconsistent 

caregiving. Parents may sometimes be attuned and at other times unresponsive, often projecting 

their emotional states onto their children (Siegel, 2020). Children with this attachment style 

exhibit heightened emotional distress, are difficult to soothe, and display persistent proximity-

seeking behaviors without relief (Main et al., 2005). This over-activation of the attachment 

system leads to relational difficulties in adulthood, such as jealousy, clinginess, and struggles 

with self-soothing during times of separation. Anxious attachment occurs in 5–15% of infants in 

low-risk populations (Ainsworth, 1988). 

Disorganized attachment emerges in response to frightening or frightened caregiving 

behaviors (Siegel, 2020). Infants with this pattern show contradictory or disoriented behaviors, 

such as freezing, circling, or approaching and withdrawing from the caregiver simultaneously 

(Main et al., 1985). This attachment style is often observed in children exposed to maltreatment, 

with prevalence rates reaching 70% in clinical populations compared to 20–40% in non-clinical 

populations (Main et al., 2005). Disorganized attachment is sometimes classified as a subtype of 

anxious or avoidant attachment, complicating its assessment and understanding (Siegel, 2020). 

Attachment theory highlights how early caregiving experiences shape emotional 

regulation, social functioning, and relational patterns. Secure attachments, fostered by attuned 

and consistent caregiving, support healthy development, while insecure attachment styles—

rooted in unavailable, inconsistent, or frightening caregiving—often result in challenges that 
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persist into adulthood. Understanding these patterns provides a framework for interventions 

aimed at improving emotional and relational well-being. 

The role of early attachment in emotional and social development 

Attachment initially forms with a primary caregiver but expands during adolescence to 

include siblings, peers, teachers, and others. Secure attachment in infancy supports self-esteem 

and self-reliance, fostering satisfying relationships later in life (Thompson, 2000). It positively 

influences cognitive abilities, emotional regulation, empathy, compliance, behavioral regulation, 

and peer relationships, creating a foundation for successful social interactions (Kumar & Raj, 

2016). Social competence, encompassing cognitive, emotional, and behavioral skills, is critical 

during adolescence for forming healthy social relationships and transitioning to adulthood 

(Kumar & Raj, 2016). High social competence promotes peer acceptance and adaptive 

behaviors. Attachment relationships with parents, peers, and teachers significantly influence 

adolescents' social development, with secure attachments enhancing emotional regulation, self-

worth, and social expectations (Elicker et al., 1992). Responsive caregiving fosters autonomy, 

empathy, and curiosity, traits linked to secure attachments, which predict stronger peer 

relationships and better social regulation (Groh et al., 2014). 

Conversely, insecure attachment often leads to challenges in emotional regulation and 

social competence. Path analyses show that insecure attachment is directly associated with 

greater emotional regulation challenges, which in turn affect emotional stability and social 

interactions (Sahin et al., 2023). Early attachment experiences shape neural mechanisms critical 

for emotion management (Moutsiana et al., 2014). These difficulties may manifest as peer 

rejection and limited social acceptance during adolescence (Granot & Mayseless, 2001). 

Avoidant attachment patterns often correlate with peer rejection, while anxious attachment is 
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associated with heightened feelings of rejection (Granot & Mayseless, 2001). Resistant 

attachment styles, characterized by attention-seeking behaviors stemming from inconsistent 

caregiving, hinder peer acceptance and foster dependency on authority figures (Groh et al., 

2014). The effects of early attachment extend into adulthood, shaping emotional regulation 

strategies. Insecure attachment often leads to maladaptive strategies such as disengagement or 

hyperactivation. Disengagement involves emotional suppression or avoidance, while 

hyperactivation includes rumination and intense focus on negative thoughts (Girme et al., 2021). 

These coping mechanisms, while reducing distress in the short term, limit emotional resilience 

and adaptability in social contexts. 

Secure attachment fosters balanced emotional regulation skills. Securely attached 

adolescents are less likely to develop hypo-regulation (emotional under-control) or hyper-

regulation (excessive control), which are linked to relational and psychological challenges in 

adulthood (Girme et al., 2021). Insecure attachment during early childhood and adolescence is 

correlated with persistent hypo- or hyper-regulation patterns later in life, highlighting the long-

term impact of early attachment experiences (Girme et al., 2021). Environmental factors like 

parental depression, domestic violence, or chronic relational conflict exacerbate attachment 

insecurities, increasing sensitivity to conflict and emotional distress. Children in these 

environments often develop maladaptive regulatory strategies that hinder emotional flexibility 

and authentic expression (Girme et al., 2021). Early interventions supporting secure attachment 

can promote balanced emotional regulation and social resilience, enhancing adaptive functioning 

into adulthood (Girme et al., 2021). 

Interventions 
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Clinicians are encouraged to familiarize themselves with attachment theory and its 

measurement tools to improve history-taking regarding early childhood caregiving experiences, 

as understanding early attachment's influence on current psychopathology is essential for 

identifying appropriate treatment targets (Malik et al., 2021). Adopting an "attachment-informed" 

perspective is crucial for assessing both risk and resilience, and for creating accurate 

biopsychosocial formulations for children and adolescents (Malik et al., 2021). Interventions 

aimed at improving attachment security, such as strengthening the parent-child relationship and 

fostering positive parenting skills, are emphasized over focusing solely on the child's pathology 

(Malik, 2021). Evidence-based, goal-oriented therapies should be considered as initial treatment 

options, with programs like the Circle of Security–Parenting program, which focuses on 

promoting secure attachment, showing strong potential (Cassidy et al., 2017). Additionally, 

therapies like infant-parent psychotherapy, child-parent psychotherapy, and process-oriented 

psychotherapy for adults seeking interpersonal improvements are also beneficial (Malik et al., 

2021). Behavioral management interventions, including Parent-Management Therapy and 

Behavioral Management Training, have proven effective in addressing maladaptive behaviors 

and treating comorbidities common in children with attachment difficulties (Buckner et al., 

2008). 

Recent studies have highlighted the effectiveness of Mindfulness-Based Interventions 

(MBIs) in improving peer relationships. A meta-analysis by Dai et al. (2022) reviewed 21 studies 

and found that MBIs led to moderate improvements in peer interactions, such as a reduction in 

negative interactions and an increase in positive ones. These improvements can be attributed to 

enhanced empathy, perspective-taking, and emotion regulation, which help reduce impulsivity 
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and aggression, fostering healthier peer dynamics (Germer & Nef, 2013; Flook et al., 2015; Tao 

et al., 2021). 

Middle Childhood Attachment-Based Family Therapy (MCAT) is another promising 

approach that focuses on both parents and children to foster secure attachment and prevent future 

emotional and behavioral challenges (Bosmans et al., 2022). MCAT involves activities that 

encourage discussions about attachment needs and emotions and follows a structured process 

designed to address insecure attachment cycles, promote family participation, and reinforce the 

development of secure attachment scripts in children (Bosmans et al., 2022). While still in its 

early stages, pilot data suggest that MCAT significantly improves children's understanding of 

secure attachment and helps reduce presenting issues (Bosmans et al., 2022). 

Implications 

This literature review highlights the profound impact of early attachment on adolescent 

behavior, particularly in social contexts. Secure attachment plays a crucial role in facilitating the 

development of healthy social skills and emotional well-being during the transition to 

adolescence. Adolescents with secure attachments typically have a stronger sense of self, lower 

psychological distress, and a greater capacity to explore their social environment autonomously, 

making secure attachment a vital protective factor (Malik et al., 2021). In contrast, insecure 

attachment is a risk factor that predisposes adolescents to behaviors such as substance use, 

aggression, and delinquency, demonstrating the far-reaching effects of attachment patterns on 

behavioral outcomes (Rönnlund & Karlsson, 2006). The review also underscores the relevance 

of attachment theory in understanding emotion regulation strategies. By linking attachment styles 

to specific emotional coping mechanisms, the findings clarify why certain strategies emerge and 

offer practical guidance for helping insecurely attached individuals develop more adaptive ways 
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to manage emotions (Girme et al., 2021). For example, individuals prone to hypo-regulation 

(under-regulating emotions) may benefit from approaches that validate and accept their 

emotions, while those prone to hyper-regulation (over-regulating emotions) may find relief 

through strategies that help downregulate intense emotions before they escalate (Girme et al., 

2021). These insights reinforce the importance of early attachment experiences in shaping 

adolescent social behavior, self-concept, and emotional health, suggesting that attachment-

informed interventions could promote resilience by addressing maladaptive emotion regulation 

patterns tied to early caregiving experiences. 

Future Research  

Future research on adolescent attachment and peer relationships should examine 

underrepresented insecure attachment styles, such as disorganized attachment, and explore the 

unique dynamics of online versus offline friendships, including digital stress and status-seeking 

(Delgado et al., 2022; Prinstein & Giletta, 2020). Additionally, studying peer interactions within 

diverse racial, ethnic, and gender minority groups could lead to more inclusive and effective 

interventions. Efforts should not only focus on mitigating negative interactions but also on 

fostering positive peer connections, using social cognition models to enhance problem-solving 

and reduce disruptive behaviors (Bagwell & Schmidt, 2013; Crick & Dodge, 1994; Lemerise & 

Arsenio, 2000). 

Conclusion 

This literature review features the profound influence of early attachment on adolescent 

behavior, particularly in social contexts. It emphasizes the importance of secure attachment, 

which serves as a powerful protective factor by fostering healthy social skills, emotional 

regulation, and resilience. The review captures the vital connection between attachment patterns 



IMPACT OF EARLY ATTACHMENT ON ADOLESCENT BEHAVIOR  12 

 

and emotion regulation strategies, offering valuable insights for clinicians aiming to improve 

therapeutic interventions. With attachment being a foundational element in every individual's 

life, emphasizing the importance of its study for counselors, psychologists, and anyone working 

with children and adolescents. By incorporating attachment theory into their professional toolkit, 

practitioners and alike can deepen their understanding of clients, leading to more effective, 

personalized support. However, the literature is not without its limitations. Gaps such as a lack of 

focus on sex differences, underexplored insecure attachment types, and methodological 

challenges like small sample sizes and reliance on self-reports call for more comprehensive 

research. Future studies should address these areas, particularly exploring the dynamics of online 

versus offline interactions, the influence of race and culture, and how attachment-informed 

interventions can enhance adolescent peer relationships and emotional well-being. By fully 

integrating attachment theory into practice, we can create more nuanced, impactful interventions 

that foster emotional health and resilience in adolescents. 
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