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ABSTRACT -
This study examined the effecits of increasing thz
amoant and quallty of father-son interistion ht home on attachment
an] separation behavior in the laboratory sitgation. Twenty boys, 12
months of age, and their low fnteractiig fathqrs participatel in this
study. Twaive father-son pairs receivel a lis§ of games to bs played
2ach evening over a U-week period. A control dgroup of eight low
interactiong father-son pairs did not initiate| new activities. All
childr2n and both their mothers and fathers wete ass2ssed in a
"laboratory.procedure before and after intervention. The children wverpe
oxamin2d in a free play situation with the mother i1nl father present,
andl in a separation and reunion sequence involwvling both parents and a
stranger. Results showed that children in the ekperimental group
increased the number of interactions directed towaris their fathars
during fr=2e play following intervention relative t> children in the
control group. No apparent effects of iacreased |fathar interactiod
ver» observed, howzver, on the display of protest occurring vhen the
chill was lnft alone with the stranger. (J8B)
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Fathers'and Sons: An Experimental Facilitation of Attachment Behaviors

”
-

iAttachment behaviors, including separation protest, have.been a
primary focus of research on infant social development during the ﬁast
ten years. .However, ihe emphasis dq this research has .been on the
meaéurement,'deséfiptién, and correlation: of attachment behaviors to
parentai careiakinq charactegistics. Surprisingly, theré has been
ai%ost no effort to experihengally manipulate attachment béhaviors. In
oné‘of the vfew §tpdios that used an expérimental approach- to study Eom—'

plex infant social reactivity, Rheingold (1956) demonstrated that infant
- » . g L

social résponsiveness could be modified through contingent adult inter- .
, action. She assumed the caretaking résponsibilities' for a sample of

four-month-old, institutionalized infants over an eight week period.

For part of the sample, attention and affection were provided contingent

\ i .
upon social responsiveness. Testing at the end of the treatment period,

«

revealed that the expeqimental infants looked, smiled, and vocalized

more to both their caretaker, and to adults in general, than control

-

rnfants who received.no specific intervention.

‘e

 The extension of this experimental approach to older children and

the problem of attachment formation is long overdue. Admittedly, the

\
experimental alteration of the mother-child relationship is, to a large
L]

extent.impractical. The mother interacts with her infant according to?
her perceptipn of the child's needs - not a researcher's schedule. 'Mitigat-

ing against creating attachments between an initially unfamiliar adult

and home reared infants are the complicated logistics of the task which -

include: disruption of home life, an extensive time commitment, and possible

ethical prdblems. However, fathers, particularly those who naturally

display“small amounts of interaction with their infants, offer a solution

. | 3
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to this dilemAa- Experfmentally augmenting attacgment'behaviofs between
low interacti g fathers and their infants is both practical and ethical.
\ There a re at least two reasons why it is-desirabie to meddle with
.the formatxoh,of father- ch11d attachments. First, the experimental
modxfzcat1on of attachment behavlor can produce valuable information

"

about causal factors The usefulness of correlations’ 15 llmlted and it
. ;
is tlme that we ask about the formation of attachments To what extent
can changesfxn parent interactions with 1nfants alter the display of
Attachmentjbehaviors? Will increased parent—initiated interactions‘pro-
duce correéﬁondlhq increéses‘in child inifiated inte;actions? Secondly,
the eXperimental,{nvestigation of the determinants of attachment

behaviors appears lxkely to produc; results of direct CllﬂlCal benefit.

If attachment behav1ors are relatively labile, and we kpow how to
manipulate their formation, theq we can intervene in problematic parent
child relationships. Ultimately, an understanding of the’determinants

of parent-child attacgménts may be used to the benefit of ithe chld who
.ié adoptea, éoparatod from his parents for a lengthy period, neglected,
‘or abysed.

wé began this line of inquiry in a modest way. The jJamount and quality

of father-son interaction at home was increased among initially low
inte;actinq fathers in order to assess the impact on attachment and
separation hehaviprs in the laboratory situation.
T wemion
Subjects and Design. Twenty boys, twelve months of age, and their low
interacting fathers were randomly assigned to two groups. Twelve father- 7/
son pairs received a list-of games to be played each evening over a four

week period. A control group of eight, low interacuinq father-son pairs

did not initiate new activities. All children and both their mothers

4
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and fgthers were assessed in a laboratory:prqcedure at twelve‘and thirteep
months of age - before and after intervention. The children were examined
in a free play situétion with the mother and father present, and in a separa-
tion and reunion seuuence'involving(ﬁoth parents and a stranger. Thus,
the design involved an experimengal and controi group with time of testing y.
and one other factor such as per?on in the room with thé child as repeated
measures. In some instances Mann ‘Whitney éomparisons wer¢ used. e
Father Questionnaire. To establish eliqipi;ity, fathers were interviewed

on an extensive questionnairecontaining three categories of interaction.

First, the amount of time each father spent with his son was assessegd:™
: : _ . |
Father was asked to describe his routine week and weekend schedule to

determine the amount of time available for:interaction, and of tg?t’time
. . ™~

how much he actually spent with his child. Second, the extent of his

parti¢ipation in child care was determined. He was specifically asked

how often he put rhefchild to bed, gave his child a bath, and’chanqed.
diape;s. Third, his sensitivity, reépoh;iveness,.and sense of import:hce
as é parent were.rated. For example, in this categer¢:, he was asked,

In Qhat‘yayS’doos your baby tell you his feelings? hHow imbortant do

you believe the father is during the first year of‘liTé? What is his
role?". (c.f., Sﬂﬂlko,‘gt al., 1973). Only fathers who were judged by
two 'independent coders to be in the lowest third of ahnbrmal urban dis-

tribution in all three categories were Oligibgg for this-studj\
) .
Interactive Games. The primary manipulation was to increase the play

time for loy interacting fathers and their sons|in the.cxperimental group

by 30 minutes each evening -vrepreéentinq‘a substantial increasg in time.

One of two sets of prescribed activities and toyg.were q;éd in the

experimental group. One set was m&re likely to emphasi;e hiqh‘affective

interaction and included the "peek-a-boo" .game and a chase game .n which
/ 5 .

.
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the father enticed the child_Umease him around. The other;, more likely °

to elicit quiet involvement, included a pointing—talking:game in 'which

- objects in a book and parts of the face were described. | For example, the

®child was asked "where ig‘your-nosé? or where is the car?" Fathers in
thg experiﬁental groups were given a set of toys which included a ball,
iyiophone, book, puzzle, jack-in-the-box, busy-box, and blocks. The
gahes, toys, and styles of interaction were demonstrated for the fathers

» .
~who were '‘coached before intervention began. y

)

Laboratory Procedures. Whereas, increased interventioh occurred by the

- fathers in the home settinq,assessmeﬁtypf the child's attachment and séparation
. R

behaviors was made at/the laboratory. The child's behavior was observed

N oa e
s A

)

gn,% 20 minute free play session, and a sucéessive 14 minute separation
ence. At the beginning of the free play session, the mother, father

seqt
énd child waere brought into a living room setting, similéf to those uséd
in'other atfachmént studies. The child was surrounded by a few simple
toys and placed equidistant from both parents who were seated. The
'parents'werb instructed not to initiate interactioqg, but to respond

. ¢
naturally 1f the child were distressed or approached them. The free

play situation was designed to assess the child's.disposition to approach

his mother or father for interaction without the confounding effects of
2 :
‘ 4
parental sepdrations or fear pﬁoducing strangers. The pringipal measures

Al ~

were the child's initiation of interactions, proximity, touching, looking,

and vocalizing to both parepts.
/

In the scparation sequence, one or more adults remained in the room
with the child during seven, two minute sequences occurring in the .follow-

ing order: (MF)-M-MF-F-MF-M-MS-S, Tgﬁ\adults were given

a written schedule.in advance indicating which adult was to leave on a

planned signal. The measures that were recorded’included play, crying,

\ 6
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ﬁfoximity, tou?hinq, looking, -and vocalization, to mother, father, and
sé;angef. ~- e |
A ' RESULTS 1 o

The free play situation, in our view, provides a picture of attachment

behaviors that is unconfounded by stress provoking departures or strangers.
The relatively low level of interaction of all twenty fathers who partici-
pated in this study was feflected invthe greater preferences of the >
children for their mothers in the free play - free choice situation.

It can be seen in slide 1, depicting proximity to mother and father’both

’

Insert Slide 1 here

before and after ;nterventiqn for the experimental and control groups, that
children spent more time with their mothers. Although the three variables
are shown {n s)ido 1; oniy tpe main effect for persons is significant

(F 1/18 = 5.94, P £ .03). What can also be seen in this slide, but that

is not statistically significant, is the tendenqy for the experimental‘
children to be more proximal-to fathers and less\proximal to mothers

following intervention and just the opr§ite for control children. Durétioo‘

¢ a [
of touching also confirmed the basic preference for the mother jin’ this

free choice situation (F 1/18 -:5.71, P € .03).
+
The principal find¥ng in this study is. that 30 minutas of daily

interaction over a one month period with a sample of previously low
interacting fathers and their twelveimonth-old sons produced an increase

.in specific infant attachment behaviors that are directed towards the

i -

fathers in the laboratory situation. It can be seen in the‘fecond slide,

. ]

Insert Slide 2 here ' , J

. . - . ]

) iy’
that children in the experimental group increased the number of interactions

7 /




.
ke ) < o e

. 1 +
.. diregted towards their fathers following intervention relative to children

_in the control group (Mann-Whitney, P .05). Moreover,. it can be seen in_
s » ..
the third slide, that more children in the experimental ‘group increased/

Insert Slide 3 here

[y

looking to their fathers following intervention than children_ in the control

» —

group (Mananhipney, P Z .01). The loqking measure was significadt over

the free play énd the non-stressful portion of the separation sequence

where the fathe£ was present. Chilg initiated interactions and fixations
‘in the laboratory - attachment beha@iorg with high face validity - apparent-

ly increased in the experimental group as a result of father initiated

. 23

;interactidn§ in the home. A sihultaneous, but weaker change alluded to in
the firstlsfide occurred in the scontrol group. ‘Thé child initiated inter-
actions with the mother tended to increase among control children (Mann-
Whitnéy,'é £ .07).

It should be emphasized that the fathers' behaviors did not change from
the first to the sécond testing. Fa?her initiated interactions and father

fixations directed towards the child remained stable in both groups over

the two testings. Thus, the changes in chilé gehaviors observed in the
laboratory appear to be prodJced*by the children in the experimental group -
not their fathérs.

The second principal finding in -this experiment-is that increased father
intcr;ction had no apparent effect on the display o? protest‘occurri;q when
the child was left alone yith the stranger. Two measures of protest - crying

.)and disruption of play.duriné the separation sequence - support the contention

that the stranger alone condition is the primary source of distress for these

children. The fourth slide iU{ustrates the amount of play when the chfild

X 8
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Insert Slide'4 here

p \ . L ;
1s alone with the mother, father, or stranger, for both experimental and
_control infants, before .and-after intervention.’ Only the main effect for per-

song is significant (F 2/36 = 12.47, P {.001). Little distress occurs when’

]

the child is left alone with’'the mother or father - even though these

are low 1nteract1ng fathers - while the qreatest amount of dlstress occurs

when left alone w1th the stranger. It was also found that the crying

\ .

occurf%d to the stranger w1th little or no distress when éhe'chiid was

‘

. left with ¢he mothef or father (F 2/36 = 6.83, P £ .005). There were °

no significant differences in separation protest that were due to the

experimentalrireatment. Mofeover, it should be emphasized .that whereas
the free play siftuation was sensitive to attachment differences between
L2 +
\ .
mothers and fathers, there were no apparent differences between parents

during the separation sequences.

In the separation eéisodes that were not overtly stressful to the

4

chiid and in which the father was present, attachment behaviors increased

'slightly. ¢hildren in the experimental group touched their fathers
(Mann-wWhitney, -p. < .07) andllooked at them more often (Mann-Whitney, p.{ 05)
than children in the control group auring the separation sequences. Thus,

- if stressful separation sequences are distinguished from non-stressful
. t-

.ones, we find that increased father interaction has no effect on the
child's fear, but does change under relatively secure circumstances.

DISCUSSTION

!

Several points_are implied by these data. First, it appears that
a relatively brief period of interaction - one month - can produce changes in

positive attachment behav10rs that are unconfounded by fear or distress.

r

“\

Children whd!e normally low interacting fathers part1c1pated in a program

9 !




of 30 minutes of daily interaction, displayed an increase in interactive
y [ " ¢ y
iritiations and fixations directed towards their fathers in the laboratory.

. . ) 5 {
The effect, although important andgftatistically significant, may have
< ' ‘

been stronger if a longér period of intervention were usgd. Fo example,

e 'Rheingold (1956) imposed a two month treatment period for the modification
- ‘ .

& of sogial behavior in y.o_ung-er infants. i
Qecondly,‘the modification of aétachment behavyiors lends support to
* [ v
an operant view of atéachment. ’mhe operant position most explicitly
contends that attachment Behaviors are the product %f_positive reinforcing
conditions. Prespmagly, it ;s the atténtioﬁ and positive aﬁfect presented
contingently by the fathers for interaétion at home that resulted in more
frequent child attachmént behaviopé in the laboratory situation. It
. should.be emphasized that the treatment in this experiment was carried
out By the fathers themselves and in the nétural context of their homes.
Thirdly, although positive attachment béhaviors.in the free play
situation were increased, separation protest was not affected by the
. v
treatment variable. 1In our viGW,_sipargtion protest is primarily a
éisplay of fear elicited principally when alone with the,strahqcri We
did not attempt to alter the child's understanding of the stranger .in
the strange place; instead we attempted to foster the child's attachment
behaviors towards his father. The data from this experiment are in accord -

v
with this distinction;.only positive attachment behaviors changed.

Fourthly, it is obvious in thdis paradigm that the confounding effects
o6f fear in the separation situation can obscure clear attachment preferences.
All children in this sample displéyed a preference,for their mothers

during the* non-threatening free play situation, but: this preference was.

not reflected during the separation sequences where protest when alone

-

with the father was indistinguishable from protest when :alone with
.10 '




the mother.
Fifthly, this experiﬁent demonstrates that the way a ch}ld relates
 to his father is, in part,.é function of the way his father reiates to
him. Thus, the potential for clinical modification and facilitation of
early parent chlléirelaglonships is implied by this demonstration and merlts-
further exploration. Clearly the adult can influence the relationship.
Finally, we want to emphaéize the need for further experimegtal -
as opposed to observational - r?search on attachment behaviofs. It is
difficuit to isolate the determ;nants'of attachmeﬁt behaviors or even
to operationalize'the phenomenoﬁ of attachment unless we begin to experi-
mentally manipulate those variables identifiéd through corrélational
stuéies This research represents.a modest beginning towards using the

L}

experimental method to study the complex phenomenon of infant—adult

attachment behaviors.

11
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