
In 1969, Bowlby proposed that the child–caregiver 
relationship, established during childhood, can influence 
child development and behavioural outcomes later 
in life: a concept known as Attachment Theory1. In 
support of this theory, many have identified that 
youth who exhibit externalizing, antisocial behaviours 
often have an ‘insecure’ attachment profile2 that 
is characterized by avoidant/dismissive, resistant/
preoccupied or disorganized behaviours3. Youth that 
exhibit such antisocial behaviours can impose a high 
cost on society due to the need for health, social and 
economic support in adulthood4-5. Now, researchers 
have studied whether insecure attachment underlying 
antisocial behaviour contributes to or even adds to 
these costs.

The study by Bachmann et al. included children 
exhibiting moderate (n=85) or very high antisocial 
(n=89) behaviour at age 3-8 years. The researchers 
recorded the health and service costs conferred by each 
child, assessed the level of attachment felt towards 
the mother and the father, and sought reports of 
oppositional and conduct problems and delinquent 

behaviour between ages 9 and 17. They found that the 
costs were significantly greater for youth exhibiting 
insecure attachment than youth exhibiting secure 
attachment to their caregivers. Interestingly, this cost 
difference between the two groups was much more 
pronounced for youth insecurely attached to their 
fathers than to their mothers. These findings remained 
statistically significant, even after adjusting for family 
income and education, intelligence and the severity 
of antisocial behaviour. The researchers conclude 
that insecure attachment, especially to fathers, is a 
significant predictor of public cost in at-risk youth.

In an accompanying commentary, Howard Steele 
at the Center of Attachment Research, New York 
explains that early parenting interventions that aim to 
strengthen the child–caregiver relationship would be 
likely to improve child outcomes in later life and reduce 
the cost burden on society associated with insecure 
attachment. Based on these data, it seems that social 
policy initiatives that aim to empower fathers in 
particular, are needed.

Insecure paternal attachment confers  
a high cost on society
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Glossary:

Avoidant/dismissive behaviour: Affected children 
and infants are typically dismissive of close 
relationships and maintain an emotional distance 
between themselves and others. These children 
might also have difficulty seeking comfort from 
others when emotionally distressed.

Resistant/preoccupied behaviour: Affected 
children and infants are typically excessively 
distressed when separated from a caregiver but 
are not consoled when the caregiver returns. 
Rather, the distress can continue in the form of 
crying or tantrums. The child might also exhibit 
angry behaviour towards the caregiver, due to 
distrust that the caregiver is a secure base.

Disorganized behaviour: Affected children and 
infants exhibit ambivalent or unusual behaviour 
towards a caregiver. For example, a child might 
seek out and run toward a caregiver only to run 
away again or fight with the caregiver.
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