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Cross-generational continuity in 
attachment – a lasting psychological 
connectedness between generations?
• After that Ainsworth et al. (1978) introduced the Strange Situation and Main et al. 

(1985) the AAI, the agenda for studying the transmission of attachment was set.
• The two meta-analytic studies (Van Ijzendoorn, 1995; Verhage et al., 2015):
• The continuity of attachment is the strongest for secure parental 

representations -> secure child-parent attachment, and when attachment is 
assessed beyond the infancy period.

• But the effect sizes have gone down from the first meta-analysis (r=.55m, r=.37f) 
to the second one (r=.31m, r=.33f), in which parental effect sizes nearly equaled.

• Continuity of attachment is less for insecure patterns (A and C) and the specificity 
is less pronounced (A->A, C->C).

• Even though the transmission of a specific insecure category has weakened over 
time and the cross-over between insecure categories has increased, the 
reversal occurs less often than transmission to the same category.

• The cross-generational attachment transmission is weaker in samples at risk:
• Maternal `Unresolved´-> infant Disorganized effect size, r=.21.
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The least is known of the transmission of 
attachment in endangered groups

• ABC+D:
• Discovery sample: Disorganized behavior 

as observed in a normative sample.
• Security.
• Rating scales of disparate behaviors 

indicating disorganization, in particular, re 
proximity-seeking in the SSP and 
discourse errors determined by 
attentional lapses and confusion in the 
AAI.

• Coding differences:
• Mis-classification of compulsive As to B.
• Lack of passivity scale in SSP: loss of C2
• Meta-analyses (Van Ijzendoorn et al., 

1992; Van Ijzendoorn, 1999) indicate that 
Disorganization may replace C in infancy 
and A in the preschool years (Spieker & 
Crittenden, 2018). 

*   Prediction: Continuity of attachment

• ABC+DMM:
• Discovery sample: Complex self-protective 

strategies elaborated in clinical work with 
maltreating families – expansions (A+C+, 
modifiers and traumas/losses) of the 
Ainsworth model permit a differentiation 
and treatment among cases of maltreatment.

• Adaptation to and protection against 
danger.

• Narratives and the interpersonal 
meaning, i.e., the functions of a 
behavior in the family system.

Prediction: If the lack of self-threatening 
danger remains constant, the self-protective 
strategy will remain the same (secure).
If the mother’s self-protective strategy  
poses a threat to the child, he has to organize 
around the threat in a way that may be 
opposite to his mother’s strategy.
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Sample & methods
Two low-risk samples 
(Ntotal=135)
• enrolled via public maternity clinics, were 

followed up from the pregnancy of the 
first child until the child was 3 years old. 

• Sample 1: N=15 couples with maternal 
grandmothers + first-born children, from 
a middle-sized city in Eastern Finland, 
N1=59. 

• Sample 2: N=19 couples with maternal 
grandmothers + first-born children, from 
Helsinki, N2=76.

• The educational level of the mothers was 
high,74.3% had qualified for university 
studies, significantly higher than that of 
their mothers. 

• The ages of the mothers ranged from 19-
35, of fathers from 19-42. 

• The infants were full-term, healthy 
newborns. The gestational age ranged 
from 37-42 weeks and birth weight from 
2.4-4.43 kg. 

• 41 % were boys.

Assessment methods
• The modified AAI (Crittenden & Landini,

2011), to assess the self-protective
strategy in parents and grandmothers in
the 3rd trimester.

• Parent-child interaction synchrony was
video-filmed for CARE-Index assessment
(Crittenden, 2007) during home visits,
when the child was 7 weeks and 6 months.

• The Strange Situation was used to assess
the protective strategy in infants at 12
months with mother & at 18 months with
father (Crittenden, 2016).

• PAAs with mother & father were
conducted, when the child was 3 years old.
(Crittenden, Claussen, & Kozlowska, 2007)

• And the parents completed the CBCL
(Achenbach et al., 2000).
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Cross-generational continuity and reversal –
The return of the grannies?

* The Type B showed the greatest continuity across three generations 
(Benoit & Parker, 1994) (B->B->B=22%)

* as also Type A (A->A->A=19%) (the increased skew toward the largest 
classification may increase stability as a statistical artefact).

* A pendulum swing, from Type A -> Type C, and back -> Type A, from 
grandmother to grandchild, was found as the child was 3 (A->C->A=22%). 
Compared to the expected rate of Type A child outcomes (51%), children 
of Type C mothers and Type A grandmothers were 2 times (observed 
rate=100%, odd-ratio=2) more likely to be classified as avoidant. Thus, 
the maternal grandmother’s avoidant attachment pattern corresponded 
to that of her grandchild, as her grandchild was 3.

* Type A and C were not connected to psychological problems (Fagot & 
Pears, 1996; Greenberg et al., 1993).
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A model secure matches and insecure 
meshes
* Reversal organization: As the grandmothers had experienced danger and  
developed complex strategies (48% A+ or C+), their way of caring may have 
created a threat to their child, who had to organize his protective strategy 
around the threat.

*A growing similarity between grandmother and grandchild may have evolved 
through culture, as the avoidant attachment strategy still is given the greatest 
self-protective value in Finland (Crittenden, & Claussen, 2000; Moilanen et al., 
2000). 64.7% of the fathers were classified as  avoidant (Hautamäki, 2010; 
Hautamäki et al., 2010a,b).

* Two studies have shown that also normative insecure strategies (A1-2, C1-2) 
may produce cross-generational reversals (Hautamäki et al., 2010b; Shah et al., 
2010). As the focus on the Type A is on the temporal order of the signals and 
the Type C  on the intensity of stimulation, the child may develop a strategy 
that  contributes the `missing´ piece to the information processing of his 
mother.  



Big Baby 
(Grancel Fitz) 
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• Parents using a Type A strategy, who had been raised 
in an authoritarian way liked to reverse it with their 
child.

They expressed the wish in the AAI to be more available 
with their child than their parents had been, but the 
wish was not expressed as increased sensitivity in CARE-
Index.
• A reversal reaction – abdication from authority and 

resorting to laissez-faire parenting. 
• Prioritizing only the child’s perspective -> difficult to 

establish an authority relationship -> encouraged the 
child to use a Type C strategy. 

• Uncomfortable with physical intimacy -> inconsistent 
enough to raise a C child. 

The parent and child framed experience in opposite ways 
and acted on the basis of opposite representations. If 
the mother is not aware of this, it’s difficult for her to 
elicit responses she desires from her child. She feels 
that her child behaves in unexpected and exasperating 
ways; her well-meaning intentions backfire.
• If the meshing effect is found in a dyad or in the 

family system, one aspect of the intervention is to 
enable the parents to recognize the strategies used 
by the family members, expand their 
representational frameworks and use the information 
to organize more adaptive responses. 



From semantics 
-> behavioral 
changes

As the baby makes sense of his
early attachment transactions
with his procedural and imaged
dispositional representations, he 
encodes coping strategies of 
affect regulation, or
neurobiological systems underlying
attachment and reward functions
(Kim et al., 2017): How to maintain
basic regulation and positive
affect, when stress rises? The
imaged and procedural
dispositional representations act 
at levels of un- and pre-conscious
awareness (Schore, 2003; 
Crittenden, 2008).
The goal of any intervention is to 
help the parent to behaviorally 
make true her loving, semantically 
expressed intentions with her 
child and to enjoy her child.
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Thank you for your attention!
https://www.iasa-dmm.org/iasa-conference/
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