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On inferring maltreatment from 
observations of Disorganized (D) 

attachment

Premise (P): If maltreatment, then D attachment.

Observation (Q): D attachment

Conclusion: Maltreatment

Or? 

No! Error of the consequent (cf. single
cause fallacy): P was never asserted as a necessary
(only sufficient) condition for Q. Thus, other factors
could account for Q.



Predicting D from procedural deviations 
surrounding the SSP (Granqvist et al., 

2016)
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Background to consensus 
statement

• Had stumbled upon both: 

(i) ”non-standard” pathways to D behaviors (Cyr et al., 
2010; Granqvist et al., 2016), and 

(ii) widespread use of ideas relating to D attachment by 
child protection services placing confidence in the discriminant
capacity of the classificiation (e.g., Granqvist, 2016; Main, Hesse, 
& Hesse, 2011).

• In conjunction with a meeting on D attachment, we filmed
a panel discussion to deal with the basics.

See youtube - Infant Disorganized Attachment: The Key
Questions (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UY7hhVvKGoo&t=1361s)

• The D meeting attendees decided to write a consensus 
statement.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UY7hhVvKGoo&t=1361s


Aims with consensus 
statement

1. Our first aim is to characterize and explain the concept of 
disorganized infant attachment. 

2. In the service of preventing future misuse, we identify 
misconceptions and misapplications of the idea of 
disorganized attachment, especially in the context of 
assessment. 

3. We provide recommendations for the relevance of attachment 
theory and the value of evidence-based applications of 
attachment theory for practitioners reflecting on the best 
way to help families.
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How study attachment quality in infant 
toddlers (12-18 mos)?

- Ainsworth et al’s (1978) mildly-moderately stressful Strange Situation 
Procedure (SSP)

- 17 k citations; ranked as no 1 among studies that ”revolutionized child
psychology” (Dixon, 2016); the SSP is the ”gold-standard” attachment method
(van IJzendoorn & Sagi, 2008)

- 20-minute semi-structured observation (8 episodes)

- Repeated sequences of separation-reunion fr/w the caregiver

- Designed to trigger both the attachment (e.g., separations) and exploratory
(e.g., novel toys, a stranger) systems

- Originally coded for secure (B), avoidant (A), and resistant (C) attachment. 
Later, the category for disorganized (D) attachment was added (Main & 
Solomon, 1990).



What is disorganized (D) attachment? 
(Main & Solomon, 1990)

General: Break-down in expected behavioural organization during stress, due to
paradoxical injunction (cf. conflict behaviour in ethology). Fear without solution.

Specific: Good fit to one or several of the following indices-

(1) Sequential or (2) simultaneous display of contradictory behavior patterns;

(3) Undirected, misdirected, incomplete, and interrupted movements and expressions 

(4) Stereotypies, asymmetrical/mistimed movements, and anomalous postures

(5) Freezing, stilling, and slowed movements and expressions 

(6) Direct indices of apprehension regarding the parent; 

(7) Direct indices of disorganization or disorientation. 
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Parent begins 
to enter room



Parent comes
closer



Mother away.

Baby interacts with stranger.

“Stranger”

© 2012 E. Waters

Mother away.
Baby interacts with stranger.
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Mother returns. Baby looks promptly.
No greeting.



Turns away.
© 2012 E. Waters

Turns away.



Lurches

forward.
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Lurches forward.



Face down.
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Face down.



Onto carpet.
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Onto carpet.



Mother goes to chair.
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Mother goes to chair.



Baby remains face on carpet.

No protest.
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Baby remains face on carpet.
No protest.



Validity for D as 
studied in the SSP

- Predicted by maltreatment (ca 50% D in maltreatment
samples; cf. w. 15-18% in normal population samples)

- Predicted by subtle frightening, frightened, and 
dissociative (FR+) caregiving behaviours

- Predicted by parental unresolved/disorganized loss and 
abuse

- Predicitive of psychopathology and externalizing
behaviour problems 

(see meta-analyses by Cyr et al., 2010; Fearon et al., 2010; 
Groh et al., 2012; van IJzendoorn et al., 1999)



Nonetheless, the error 
of the consequent…

Ideas relating to D attachment are used as a basis for 
professionals’ decision-making (e.g., child removal).

Wilkins, D. (2012). Disorganised attachment indicates child 
maltreatment: how is this link useful for child protection social 
workers? Journal of Social Work Practice, 26, 15-30. (+ books 
and papers by Shemmings)



The 10 commandments on D

I

The disorganized infant attachment category can be 
assigned by trained and certified coders to infant behavior
(age 12–20 months) in the Strange Situation when there is 
a sufficient fit to one or several of the behaviors listed
under Main and Solomon’s (1986, 1990) seven thematic
headings. Persons interested in seeking training to code
disorganized attachment should go directly to attachment-
training.com.

http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/14616734.2017.1354040


II

Behaviors from Main and Solomon’s list can occur
for a variety of reasons. They are quite common at 
low levels in the Strange Situation among infants 
from populations facing adversity. Only when
these behaviors are sufficiently intense can a 
classification of disorganized attachment be 
assigned.



III

Disorganized infant attachment is more common among
maltreated infants but does not necessarily indicate
maltreatment. As it stands, the disorganized attachment 
classification cannot be used to screen for maltreatment. 
This is because a significant proportion of maltreated
infants do not show disorganized attachment in the 
Strange Situation, and many infants showing disorganized
attachment in the Strange Situation have not been
maltreated. Thus, there are other pathways to disorganized
attachment besides maltreatment.



IV

These other pathways to disorganized attachment may
feature a parent’s unresolved trauma or loss. Such
experiences may lead a parent to display subtly frightening, 
frightened, or dissociative behaviors toward their infant. 
Other contributing factors for at least some of the 
behaviors used to classify disorganized attachment may
include the infant’s genetic and temperamental 
susceptibility. In addition, major or repeated separations 
can cause disorganized behaviors. Therefore, for children
in placement who undergo such separations, disorganized
behaviors may be especially misleading regarding the usual
state of child–parent attachment.



V

Research at the group level has established disorganized
infant attachment as a small-moderate predictor for the 
development of social and behavior problems. However, 
disorganized infant attachment does not inevitably cause 
later problems. When infants classified as disorganized do 
develop such problems, this may be the result of a 
continuation of difficult life circumstances rather than
solely an effect of early disorganized attachment.



VI

Disorganized infant attachment is not a validated
individual-level clinical diagnosis. This is unlike the two
attachment-related disorders included in the DSM/ICD 
diagnostic systems, developed for the clinical categorization
of young children reared in conditions of severe neglect. 
These disorders are expressed across contexts – that is, they
are present in multiple settings and with different adults. 
In contrast with those clinical disorders, disorganized
infant attachment is not a fixed property of the individual
child but is relationship specific.



VII

It is crucial to recognize that some misapplications of ideas
relating to disorganized attachment have accrued in recent years
(e.g. in the context of child removal decisions). Such
misapplications can result from erroneous assumptions that (1) 
attachment measures can be used as definitive assessments of the 
individual in forensic/child protection settings and that
disorganized attachment (2) reliably indicates child
maltreatment, (3) is a strong predictor of pathology, and (4) 
represents a fixed or static “trait” of the child (i.e. is not altered
by development or changes in available family support). These
are myths or exaggerations regarding disorganized attachment, 
without support from research evidence.



VIII

Misapplications are likely to selectively harm already
underprivileged families (e.g. those raised by parents in 
socioeconomic adversity or with functional impairments). 
Misapplications may violate children’s and parents’ human 
rights and represent discriminatory practice against
minorities in need of social and material support. Child 
removal from his/her original family can never be justified
solely by the child’s display of disorganized attachment to a 
caregiver.



IX

It is important to recognize that there is robust evidence
that both (1) attachment-based interventions and (2) 
naturalistically occurring reparative experiences (stable, 
safe, and nurturing relationships) can break 
intergenerational cycles of abuse and lower the proportion 
of children with disorganized attachment.



X

The real practical utility of attachment theory and research 
resides in supporting understanding of families and in 
providing evidence-based interventions. In this way, 
attachment theory, assessments, and research can have
major roles to play in clinical formulation and supportive
welfare and clinical work. We offer key examples of
interventions in the section “Attachment-based clinical
interventions”.





In closing

..Thanks for your attention

And thanks to the Wellcome Trust and John Temeelton
foundation for financial support (to Robbie and Pehr, 
respectively). 


