	Learning Table 4 -  Learning Theory of Attachment

Behaviourists believe that all out behaviour is learned from our upbringing and our environment. Our behaviour is not innate, nor does it depend on genetic factors. Behaviourists argue that behaviour is the result of conditioning, which is a form of learning. Attachment behaviours are no exception.

	AO1 (Knowledge and Understanding)

	1. Classical Conditioning

Classical conditioning argues that attachments form though association and repetition. Babies are born with a reflex response (a natural response). For example, milk (an unconditioned stimulus) produces a sense of pleasure (unconditioned response) due to the relief of hunger. The person who feeds the infant becomes associated with the food and over time, simply the presence of the person (conditioned stimulus) produces a feeling of pleasure in the infant (conditioned response). Once this association has occurred a number of times, then the provider of the food (conditioned stimulus) produces the conditioned response (pleasure) independent of providing food. This association of the feeder with pleasure forms the basis of the attachment bond.
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	2. Operant Conditioning (Dollard and Miller (1950)
According to this theory, any behaviour that is rewarded will be repeated (positive reinforcement). 

A person is ‘driven’ to seek food to satisfy their need for food. Eating food results in drive reduction. According to Operant Conditioning, any behaviour that is rewarded is repeated (learned). The primary caregiver (normally the mother) produces the food that reduces the drive and so becomes the secondary re-enforcer. From then on, the infant wants to be with the secondary re-enforcer, as they have become a reward in themselves. The key reason why the baby forms an attachment is because the carer provides food. Dollard and Miller (1950) estimated that in a child’s first year the child is fed around 2000 times. 
Operant conditioning can explain why adults learn to love babies too. Whenever a baby cries and the carer responds by feeding or cuddling them, this leads to the baby ceasing to cry.Therefore it is rewarded (negatively reinforced) to behave in a loving way towards a baby as the adult is rewarded (by making the baby stop crying) and so will repeat the behaviour again. 



	AO3 (Evaluation)

	Contradictory Evidence

P: Learning theory of attachment argues that we become most attached to the person that feeds us. Contradictory evidence for this assumption comes from Schaffer and Emerson (1969).

E: They found that the first attachment formed by 39% of babies was not to the person who carried out the physical care such as feeding and changing the baby. Many of the children were minded by non-parents yet they still displayed attachment behaviours in the presence of their parents.

E: This contradicts the fundamental principle of learning theory because if this theory were correct, 100% of the babies would have formed an attachment with the people who fed them.

L: As a result, this weakens the learning theory as an explanation of attachment. 
	Contradictory Evidence

P: Further contradictory evidence for the assumptions of learning theory of attachment comes from Harlow (1959).

E: He demonstrated that food is not everything with his study using young rhesus monkeys. Monkeys were taken from their mothers at birth and put in a cage with two ‘wire mothers’. One wire mother had a feeding bottle and the other was wrapped in a soft cloth but offered no food. According to the learning theory the monkeys should have become attached to the ‘wire mother’ providing food. However, Harlow found that the monkeys actually spend most of their time cuddling the cloth mother, 

E: This is strong negative evidence for the learning theory of attachment because the study suggests that the monkeys actually formed attachments with the monkeys who did not provide food. 

L: As a consequence, this weakens the explanatory power of learning theory of attachment. 
	Reductionism

P: The learning theory has also been criticised for being reductionist. 

E: This is because it reduces the complexities of human attachment behaviour down to simple concepts such as association. Although a positive aspect of this is that it allows for research to be conducted, it does however have its weaknesses.

E: One weakness is that it does not account for the role biology or evolutionary behaviours may play in attachment types. For example, Bowlby argues that attachments form because they are adaptive and promote survival. This is something the learning theory approach does not account for in its explanation.

L: As a consequence, learning theory does not offer a full account as to why attachments form. Therefore its explanatory power is reduced when explaining the formations of attachment.  


