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Introduction 
 Child care experience affords developmental opportunities as well as risks for young 
children. An expanding research literature indicates that child care is associated with 
stronger cognitive, language and math skills when children are in school, especially if the 
quality of child care is high. The same research also indicates, however, that child care 
experience may be a risk factor for problematic social behaviour with adults and peers. 
Equally important, these studies have highlighted the influences that can moderate these 
outcomes, including the quality of care, setting, age of onset and duration of care, and 
even the child care histories of peers.1,2,3,4 Beginning with a straightforward question ̵ 
“what are the effects of child care experience on children's development?” ̵ researchers 
have moved to more complex questions concerning the contexts of care and other 
influences on these developmental outcomes. As Belsky’s5 analysis shows, the same is 
true concerning the effects of early child care experience on infant-mother attachment 
security. 
 
Research and Conclusions 
What is the most important influence in determining whether infants and young children 
develop secure attachments to their mothers? Whether children are in child care or not, 
the research consistently shows that the sensitivity of maternal care is most important.6 In 
the child care literature, this is a significant confirmation of a core hypothesis of 
attachment theory. Regardless of whether infants and young children are in care of high 
or low quality, or have begun care from an early age, have experienced many or few 
transitions in care arrangements, or are out of the home for extended hours, the security 
of infant-mother attachment is primarily guided by the sensitivity of maternal care. 
 
When mothers are sensitively responsive, their children are more likely to develop secure 
attachments. When mothers are insensitive, children are more likely to become insecure, 
and this is when (as Belsky notes5) stress from child care arrangements can shift the odds 
further in the direction of insecurity. When the mother-infant relationship is 
compromised, children are more likely to become insecure if child care arrangements are 
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poor quality, of long duration, or involve multiple transitions between settings. But these 
child care processes are not influential in the context of sensitive maternal care. 
 
Maternal sensitivity and the quality of child care experience are not independent, of 
course. Mothers are less likely to be sensitive caregivers when they are stressed, and 
economic and social stressors for the family are often associated with poor quality child 
care involving turnover in child care providers and long hours out of home. Indeed, the 
NICHD Study of Early Child Care and Youth Development (SECCYD)7 found that 
poorer child care quality and longer child care hours were associated with lower maternal 
sensitivity. Other results from the NICHD SECCYD8 suggest, furthermore, that high 
quality child care can buffer the effects of maternal insensitivity that can derive, in many 
situations, from economic and social stress in the family. Young children in high quality 
care settings experience support that they may not find elsewhere, and this might be 
developmentally most important when infants and young children experience maternal 
insensitivity and family stress. Unfortunately, in light of the generally mediocre quality of 
care in the U.S. and the strong association between the quality of care and its cost, it is 
difficult for families who need the best care for their children to find it at a manageable 
price.9 This is where broader public policy that enhances investments in early childhood 
development can enable such families to find the quality of care they seek at a cost they 
can afford. 
 
In general, the effects of child care on children’s attachment security are not strong.10 
Compared especially with the effects of maternal care, child care experience does not 
account for considerable variance in infant-mother attachment. This does not mean that 
child care is an unimportant influence, especially when its developmental effects are 
considered in population terms. Rather, it suggests that the influence of child care should 
be considered not only in a direct, main-effects model, but also in terms of its moderated 
(sometimes mediated) effects and how child care experience may itself moderate other 
developmental influences. As noted earlier, for example, the association between child 
care and child-parent attachment may be affected by the sensitivity of maternal care, the 
quality of child care, the presence of other stressors in family life, and other influences. In 
addition, as Belsky notes, this association may be further influenced by broader 
sociocultural values concerning out-of-home care for very young children, the 
participation of women in the workforce, the normativity of dual-career families, and the 
extent to which early child care is perceived as custodial or development-enhancing. In 
addition, there is evidence in the findings of the NICHD SECCYD11 that child care had a 
moderating effect on the association between maternal sensitivity and the security of 
attachment: children in lower-quality child care were more strongly affected by the 
quality of maternal responsiveness than were children in higher-quality care settings. This 
is consistent with the view that high quality child care can buffer the effects of maternal 
insensitivity on the security of attachment. These more complex developmental portrayals 
deserve more consideration in research on the effects of child care experience on child-
parent attachment.12 
 
Finally, it is important to recognize that the security of infant-mother attachment is a 
multi-determined developmental outcome. One of the reasons that child care experience 
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explains so little variance in the security of attachment is not only that maternal 
sensitivity is the preeminent determinant but also that, independently of maternal 
sensitivity, other influences are also important. One study with families in poverty13 
reported, for example, that the effects of economic stresses (such as joblessness or poor 
education) on the security of attachment were mediated by maternal sensitivity, 
consistent with the view that family stress heightens insensitive caregiving which, in turn, 
undermines attachment security. However, emotional stresses (such as domestic violence 
or substance abuse problems in the family) were directly associated with attachment 
independently of maternal sensitivity. Controlling for differences in maternal sensitivity, 
a family climate with high levels of emotional stress was associated with the child's 
insecurity. Understanding the effects of child care must be considered in the context of 
the multiple, overlapping, sometimes cascading developmental influences contributing to 
the development of attachment relationships. 
 
Implications for Development and Policy 
 In light of these considerations, it is apparent that child care experience is associated with 
the security of attachment, but its association is most often indirect and small. The 
influence of child care must be understood in the context of many other developmental 
influences, family processes, and broader cultural values concerning out of home care. As 
Belsky5 concludes, there are probably no inevitable effects of day care on attachment.  
 
But when child care experience is viewed within the broader context of the influences 
that lead to secure or insecure infant-mother attachment, there are nevertheless important 
implications for policy. If high quality child care can potentially buffer the effects on 
infants and young children of insensitive caregiving and family stresses, then efforts to 
improve the quality of care normatively available to children from difficult family 
settings seem warranted. This is especially so in light of the well-established conclusion 
from this research literature that high quality child care also strengthens cognitive, 
language, and math skills in young children. The availability of affordable high quality 
child care is also the best, and most obvious, answer to the question with which Belsky5 
closes: what would children want? Fortunately, with widespread recognition of the 
importance of early childhood development for later school achievement (fostered by 
advances in brain development research and studies of the long-term benefits of high 
quality early child care), public discourse concerning child care quality is increasingly 
regarding child care as an important developmental influence warranting public 
investment. 
 
With respect to developmental research, findings from many large-scale research studies 
of child care influences are highlighting the complex, multidimensional influences that 
guide socioemotional and cognitive development in the early years. Understanding child 
care experience as a network of developmental influences that can buffer or exacerbate 
other influences in a young child’s life is a useful orienting approach to the next 
generation of research in this field. 
 
 
 

Encyclopedia on Early Childhood Development                                                                                                  3                                      
©2010 Centre of Excellence for Early Childhood Development  
Thompson RA 



ATTACHMENT 

REFERENCES 
 
1. NICHD Early Child Care Research Network. Child care and child development: 

Results of the NICHD Study of early child care and youth development. New 
York, NY: Guilford Press; 2005. 

2. Vandell DL, Belsky J, Burchinal M, Steinberg L, Vandergrift N, the NICHD 
Early Child Care Research Network. Do effects of early child care extend to age 
15 years? Child Development 2010;81(3):737-756. 

3. Love M, Harrison L, Sagi-Schwartz A, van IJzendoorn MH, Ross C, Ungerer JA, 
Raikes H, Brady-Smith C, Boller K, Brooks-Gunn JC, Constantine J, Kisker EE, 
Paulsell D, Chazen-Cohen R. Child care quality matters: How conclusions may 
vary with context. Child Development 2003;74(4);1021-1033. 

4. Dmitrieva J, Steinberg L, Belsky J. Child-Care History, Classroom composition, 
and children’s functioning in kindergarten. Psychological Science 
2007;18(12):1032-1039. 

5. Belsky J. Early day care and infant-mother attachment security. In: Tremblay RE, 
Barr RG, Peters RDeV, Boivin M, eds. Encyclopedia on Early Childhood 
Development [online]. Montreal, Quebec: Centre of Excellence for Early 
Childhood Development; 2009:1-6. Available at: http://www.child-
encyclopedia.com/documents/BelskyANGxp-Attachment.pdf. Accessed July 29, 
2010. 

6. Belsky J Fearon RMP. Precursors of attachment security. In: Cassidy J, Shaver, 
PR, eds. Handbook of Attachment: Theory, research, and clinical applications. 
New York, NY: Guilford Press; 2008:295-316. 

7. NICHD Early Child Care Research Network. Child care and mother-child 
interaction in the first 3 years of life. Developmental Psychology 
1999;35(6):1399-1413. 

8. NICHD Early Child Care Research Network. The effects of infant child care on 
infant-mother attachment security: Results of the NICHD Study of Early Child 
Care. Child Development 1997;68(5):860-879. 

9. Hayes CD, Palmer JL, Zaslow MJ, eds. Who cares for America’s children? Child 
care policy for the 1990s. Washington, DC: National Academy Press, 1990. 

10. Friedman SL, Boyle DE. Attachment in US children experiencing nonmaternal 
care in the early 1990s. Attachment & Human Development 2008;10(3):225-261. 

11. NICHD Early Child Care Research Network. The effects of infant child care on 
infant-mother attachment security: Results of the NICHD Study of Early Child 
Care. Child Development 1997;68(5):860-879. 

12. Thompson RA. Measure twice, cut once: Attachment theory and the NICHD 
Study of Early Child Care and Youth Development. Attachment & Human 
Development 2008;10(3):287-297. 

13. Raikes HA, Thompson RA. Links between risk and attachment security: Models 
of influence. Applied Developmental Psychology 2005;26(4):440-445. 

 
 
 
 

Encyclopedia on Early Childhood Development                                                                                                  4                                      
©2010 Centre of Excellence for Early Childhood Development  
Thompson RA 

http://www.child-encyclopedia.com/documents/BelskyANGxp-Attachment.pdf
http://www.child-encyclopedia.com/documents/BelskyANGxp-Attachment.pdf


ATTACHMENT 

Encyclopedia on Early Childhood Development                                                                                                  5                                      
©2010 Centre of Excellence for Early Childhood Development  
Thompson RA 

 
To cite this document: 
 
Thompson RA. Origins of attachment security in day care and at home: Comments on Belsky. In: 
Tremblay RE, Barr RG, Peters RDeV, Boivin M, eds. Encyclopedia on Early Childhood Development 
[online]. Montreal, Quebec: Centre of Excellence for Early Childhood Development; 2010:1-5. Available 
at: http://www.child-encyclopedia.com/documents/ThompsonANGxp-Attachment.pdf. Accessed [insert 
date]. 
 
Copyright © 2010 
 
 
 
This article is funded by the Centre of Excellence for Early Childhood Development 

(CEECD), the Strategic Knowledge Cluster on ECD (SKC-ECD) and the Alberta 
Centre for Child, Family and Community Research. 

 
 
 

            
 
 

http://www.child-encyclopedia.com/documents/ThompsonANGxp-Attachment.pdf

