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The problem of this descriptive study was to 

compare the level of knowledge of caseworkers and nurses in 

regard to the concepts of attachment behaviors and 

separation anxiety reactions in children. The purpose of 

the study was to determine if there were differences between 

the levels of knowledge of caseworkers and nurses regarding 

these important concepts. 

Attachment behaviors have been identified in the 

literature as instinctive actions used by an infant to draw 

his caregiver into interaction. Sucking, crying, clinging, 

and following are considered to be attachment behaviors. 

Separation anxiety is the term used to describe the primary 
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attachment bonding between a mother and her infant to 

begin immediately after birth. Klaus (1975) and others 

recommended fewer interruptions in the developing relation

ship during the very important postpartum period. For 

exa~ple, it was recommended that a mother be given her 

infant to touch and explore immediately after birth instead 

of the old practice of postponing their first interaction 

until eight to twelve hours after the birth. It was hoped 

that this action would contribute to better pair bonding 

and would help to avoid disturbances in mother-infant 

interactions which might lead to later disturbances in 

mother-child interactions. 

In the last decade centers have been established 

to study the characteristics of abusive parents and their 

children. The work of these centers is now contributing to 

earlier identification of the abusive parent and to finding 

more effective ways of dealing with these parents and their 

children (Kempe and Helfer 1972). 

Despite an increase in the body of knowledge 

relating to mother-child relationships and the dynamics of 

child abuse, there are still gaps in our knowledge. For 

example, little research has been done on the effect of 

separation of mother and child on the mother or the effect 

of this separation on the entire family. Little is known 
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about ways of assessing subtle qualities of an attachment 

bond, qualities which might be vitally important to enrich 

a child's emotional development. More rese.arch is also 

needed to develop new techniques of intervention to 

remediate unsatisfactory mother-child interactions. With 

the development of reliable tools to assess attachment 

behaviors and to assess the quality of separation anxiety 

reactions, better support could be provided to abusive 

families. 

An awareness of the existing knowledge of attachment 

behaviors and separation anxiety reactions could enrich 

the service to abusive families and also enable profes

sionals to articulate areas in which more research is needed. 

The nurse may be in a position, due to professional 

philosophy and preparation, to draw on existing theories, 

plan interventions, and identify areas of further concern 

within a child welfare setting. 

Hypothesis 

This study was designed to test the following null 

hypothesis: 

There will be no significant difference between 

the scores of nurses and the scores of caseworkers on a 

questionnaire assessing the level of knowledge of the 
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concepts of attachment behaviors and separation anxiety 

reactions. 

Definition of Terms 

The following terms were used: 

Attachment--a human affectional tie or bond, 

enduring in nature, specific in its focus. Such a bond is 

commonly formed between a mother and her infant during the 

first year of life (Lamb 1974). 

Separation anxiety--a child's primary response 

resulting from rupture of his attachment relationship to 

his caregiver. Separation anxiety reaction is conceptualized 

in three phases--protest, despair, and detachment (Bowlby 

19 6 0) • 

Nurse--a graduate of a baccalaureate program in 

nursing who is also licensed by a state licensing agency to 

practice professional nursing. 

Caseworkers--persons employed by a state department 

of public welfare who have graduated from an accredited 

four-year college or university or have at least two years 

of college credit and two years of full-time paid experience 

in direct social service work. Their duties require the 

application of judgment to problems involving the identifi

cation of needs or problems of clients, determination of 
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eligibility for social services, location of proper resources, 

and documentation of case records. 

child. 

Placement--a change in principal caregiver for the 

This change is either voluntary on the part of the 

child or his caregiver or it is mandatory on the recom

mendation of the caseworker. 

Caregiver or mothering figure--the individual who 

assumes primary responsibility for the care of a child. 

Attachment figure--the person to whom the child has 

formed an attachment bond. 

Limitations 

The findings and conclusions reached in this study 

were limited to the following: 

1. Caseworkers at a state department of public

welfare, protective services, child welfare division in a 

metropolitan area of over one million persons 

2. Nurses entering the clinical sequence of maternal

and child health graduate nursing program at a large 

university clinical center 

Delimitations 

The following measures of control were employed in 

this study: 
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1. The questionnaire was given to each of the 

approximately thirty caseworkers employed in the foster care 

unit of child welfare in a metropolitan area of over one 

million persons 

2. The questionnaire was given to all students in 

their first semester of clinical study in the maternal and 

child health graduate nursing program at a large university 

clinical center at the time the study was conducted 

Assumptions 

For the purpose of this study, the following 

assumptions were made: 

1. The behaviors described as representative of 

the concept of attachment can be useful parameters for 

the assessment of infant-caregiver interactions 

2. It is desirable that children and caregivers 

exhibit attachment behaviors 

3. Separation anxiety is a normal developmental 

phenomenon 

4. The behaviors described as representative of the 

concept of separation anxiety can be useful parameters for 

the assessment of reaction to placement 

5. Knowledge of attachment behaviors and 

separation anxiety reactions is useful to those individuals 

working with a child in placement 
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6. Nursing preparation, including the broad 

physical and psychological knowledge base, is different 

from the preparation of the caseworker 



CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

Within the last fifty years there has been a 

significant scientific interest in the intimate relationship 

between a mother and her child. Psychoanalysts, socio

logists, and behavioral scientists have all studied this 

complex relationship and have speculated regarding its 

nature and its significance to the individuals involved. 

The results of these scientific studies have led to an 

increasingly large body of knowledge concerning a child's 

bond to its mother or caregiver and the consequences to the 

child of interrupting the relationship between these 

individuals. 

Sigmund Freud contributed much to the literature 

concerning mother-child relationships. Early in his profes

sional career, he wrote that an infant is primarily 

autoerotic (Freud 1922). Except for the mother's breast, 

all objects of satisfaction to the infant were seen by 

Freud as being within the infant. Therefore, Freud termed 

the infant ''autoerotic." Later in his career, however, he 

began to place more emphasis on the relationship that 

12 
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World War II many psychoanalysts and other scientists 

studied children who had not had an opportunity to form 

an attachment bond to an individual, they also studied 

children who had a significant attachment bond ruptured. 

Individuals studying these phenomena included Anna 

Freud and Dorothy Burlingham (1942), Rene Spitz (1946), 

and John Bowlby (1960). 

Selma Fraiberg (1967) in "The Original of Human 

Bonds" summarized the works of these investigators. She 

wrote that each of their studies provided data which 

confirmed several essential facts. First, children deprived 

of mothering or with no human bond during the first two 

years of life show permanent disturbances in their ability 

to make human attachments later in life. Next, the degree 

of impairment of attachment ability later in life is 

directly related to the degree of deprivation in infancy. 

The age of the child when deprivation occurs has significance 

as to the nature and degree of trauma to the child. The 

data appeared to indicate that under the age of two was 

the period of greatest vulnerability to the child (Fraiberg 

1967). 

In addition to the disturbance in a child's 

ability to form attachments later in life, disrupting early 

attachments or lack of attachments apparently impaired 
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intelligence and impulse control. Fraiberg (1967) grouped 

these disturbances into a concept she called attachment 

diseases. She speculated that individuals with attachment 

diseases do not form satisfying relationships with others; 

if they become mothers, they seem to be unable to assume 

positive parental roles. They often abuse and neglect 

their own offspring, thus perpetuating the cycle of 

attachment disease. 

John Bowlby (1960) focused on the immediate effect 

of separation on a small child; he called this effect 

separation anxiety. Separation anxiety, as described by 

Bowlby, was the manifestation of responses occurring in 

children between the ages of twelve months and four years 

when these children are removed from the mother figures to 

whom they are attached. Three separate though overlapping 

phases of separation anxiety were identified by Bowlby 

and Robertson (1952). They called these phases protest, 

withdrawal, and despair. 

Protest is the initial mobilization of resources 

to recapture the mother. Crying, looking around,and going 

to the door are frequently-seen protest behaviors. Despair 

follows; activity decreases and the child has the appearance 

of being in mourning. Finally detachment occurs. All 

appears more normal; the child takes a new interest in his
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surroundings, but if the mother visits she is likely to be 

treated with indifference. 

In summary, the concepts of attachment behaviors 

and separation anxiety reactions were developed from various 

studies conducted by psychoanalysts, behaviorists, and 

physicians. Crying, sucking, smiling, clinging, and 

following were identified as behaviors which are used 

instinctively by an infant to draw his mother into inter

action with him in order that attachment might occur. This 

attachment was recognized as vital to the infant's well-being. 

When the attachment does not -develop or is disturbed, the 

older infant may react in a specific manner. At first he 

protests, then he mourns, and finally he becomes emotionally 

withdrawn. A child's reaction to separat.1 1:::m or lack of 

attachment can be so great as to alter his ability to 

relate to others in a satisfying manner t, � the rest of his 

life. 

Due to the apparent increase each year in numbers 

of children who are being abused and neglected by their 

parents, investigation of the mother-child relationship 

has gained a new significance. The concepts of attachment 

behaviors and separation anxiety reactions have been central 

in a number of investigations which have attempted to 

identify the causes of abuse. Also, they have been used 
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