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Secure attachment in adolescents seems to be 
associated with robust mental health and social 
skills1,2. How the quality of early caregiving impacts 
on attachment security in adolescence, however, is 
less clear. In 2019, Thomas O’Connor and colleagues 
addressed this question through two longitudinal 
studies on the relative contribution of early and 
current caregiving quality to attachment security 
in adolescence. Here, they measured the quality 
of parent–child relationships at age 3-7 years and 
parent–adolescent relationship quality at ~12 years in 
a clinic-referred and an at-risk community sample of 
adolescents. They found that observational ratings 
of both early childhood and current caregiving 
quality were significantly associated with adolescent 
attachment security. Only early caregiver quality, 
however, could independently predict adolescent 
attachment patterns. This longitudinal prediction 
was stronger in the at-risk community sample than 
in the clinic sample; the reason for this difference, 
however, requires further investigation. Taken together, 
these findings imply a strong role for the influence of 
caregiving in early childhood, not in adolescence, on the 
formation of adolescent attachment representations. 
The researchers propose that early caregiving 
quality might be targeted to help shape adolescents’ 
relationship representations and promote mental health 
well-being and adjustment.
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