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Children who develop secure attachment relationships with their parents are at an advantage 
cognitively, socially, and emotionally compared to peers who have not developed secure 
attachments.1 Within the family law arena, the relationship between a parent and child is a sign 
determining residential placement and reunification (see F.S. §61.13(3) and F.S §39.4085). 
Examining the formation of parent-child relationships and how attachment is impacted by parental 
contact can assist the court in determining the parameters of visitation in family law and 
dependency cases.  

 

Formation of a Parent-Child Attachment Bond 
When discussing the relationship between parents and children, attorneys and judges often use 
the terms “bonding” and “attachment”; however, these terms typically are used in a loose and 
imprecise manner. It may assist the legal professionals in their consultations and decision making 
if they gain an understanding of the precise social science meaning of affectional and attachment 
bonds. A child’s affectional “bond” is determined by five factors: 1) persistent; 2) enduring; 3) 
linked to a specific person (not interchangeable with anyone else); and 4) emotionally significant. 
The child must also 5) maintain proximity to or contact with the significant person because 
distress will likely be experienced at involuntary separation.2 The attachment bond that forms 
between a child with his or her parent includes these five criteria, plus an additional critical factor, 
which is the child’s pursuit of security and comforting in the relationship. Seeking security is the 
defining feature in the parent-child “attachment bond.”3 

  

The attachment bond between child and parent is often described in layman’s terms as “strong” 
or “weak.” The bond more accurately is classified as “secure” or “insecure.” Security is 
established when the child has confidence in the primary caretaker as an available and 
responsive provider.4 

 

Maintaining Attachment Bonds 
Most young infants are thought to form more than one attachment bond.5 Generally, the mother 
and father have primary roles as attachment figures early in an infant’s life.6 During their first year 
of life, children may have two or three attachment figures, who are usually family members or 
individuals closely involved in the child’s care. These attachment figures are not equivalent, nor 
are they interchangeable.  

 

Infants tend to prefer a principle attachment figure for comfort and security, but if the principle 
figure is not available, the infant is likely to seek and derive comfort from other attachment 
figures, but not from strangers. The attachment hierarchy may be determined by the following set 
of factors: 1) how much time the infant spends with each caretaker; 2) the quality of care each 
provides; 3) each caretaker’s emotional investment in the child; and 4) the repeated presence 
across time of the attachment figure in the child’s life.7 

 

To ensure safety and security, close physical proximity to the attachment figure is the set goal of 
the attachment system for very young children. Infants and toddlers use physical contact with the 
attachment figure as a secure base from which to explore and learn about their world. In school-
age children the availability of the attachment figure, rather than the physical proximity, becomes 
the set goal of the attachment system. This attachment behavioral system is no less important 
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than for infants or toddlers, in that school-age children still are not competent to make decisions 
completely on their own regarding their activities, supervision, or protection. Secure attachments 
for both younger and older children are based on children’s confidence in their primary caretakers 
as available, responsive, and protective providers.8 

 

The Importance of Attachment Bonds 
Attachment theory underscores the importance of early intimate relationships and holds that 
through primary relationships children develop expectations about their capability to acquire and 
maintain secure relationships, as well as beliefs regarding others’ trustworthiness in relationships. 
There is a significant link between insecure attachments and inadequate styles of parenting, such 
as disturbed family interactions, parental rejection, inattentive or disorganized parenting, child 
maltreatment, and marital violence.9  

 

Children who develop secure attachment relationships are found to score higher on intelligence 
and academic achievement tests, be more popular with their peers, and have better internal 
emotional controls compared to children who have developed insecure attachments. Chronically 
chaotic environments, which include family violence (e.g., spouse or child abuse) or frequently 
changing primary caretakers, are associated with children’s insecure attachments to their primary 
caretakers.10 The chronic stress or trauma caused by experiencing family violence or loss can 
ultimately result in the child’s impaired attainment of control over attention span, regulation of 
emotion, and self-control over behavior.11 

 

Serious mental disorders, which impact children’s capacity to develop intimate relationships 
throughout their lives, have their foundation in impaired and disrupted attachments. For example, 
reactive attachment disorder (RAD) is a psychiatric disorder attributed to children receiving 
grossly pathogenic care.12 According to the DSM-IV-TR, “grossly pathogenic care” is evidenced 
by one of the following: “(1) persistent disregard of the child’s basic emotional needs for comfort, 
stimulation, and affection; (2) persistent disregard of the child’s basic physical needs; (3) 
repeated changes of primary caregiver that prevent formation of stable attachments.” The main 
feature of RAD is a markedly disturbed social relatedness by the child, which occurs across 
settings, begins before age five, and impairs the child’s ability to develop stable affectional and 
attachment bonds. 

 

Maintaining Bonds Through Visitation Rights in Custody and Relocation 
Cases 
When addressing issues of visitation in custody or relocation cases, the consequences of 
disrupted parent-child relationships are often at the heart of the dispute.13 When parents do not 
live in one home as a family unit, children optimally benefit from ongoing relationships with both 
parents who are supportive of the child’s dual attachment.14 Furthermore, infants and toddlers 
optimally benefit from daily visitation with each parent, or, at a minimum, visitation every two to 
three days.15 Because physical proximity is the set goal of the attachment system for infants and 
toddlers, schedules involving alternating longer blocks of time, such as five to seven days, for 
very young children are not advised.16 School-age children can endure slightly longer periods of 
separation with the use of other interventions, such as the telephone, because the availability of 
the attachment figure, rather than the physical proximity, is their set goal for attachment.  

 

Relocation cases present a special challenge to maintaining the attachment bond between the 
child and the parent left behind.17 The younger the child the greater the challenge because, as 
previously explained, the first two factors in the child’s development of the primary attachment 
hierarchy are how much time the child spends in each person’s care and the quality of care each 
person provides. Given these facts, the parent left behind most likely will not be the parent with 
whom the child has the primary attachment bond. However, an affectional bond or secondary 
attachment bond can be maintained long distance with adequate contact, and might be aided by 
new technologies such as video-telephone conferencing between parent and child. For example, 



such technology allows the child both visual and auditory contact with a geographically distant 
parent. 

 

Allegations of child sexual abuse also present special problems to a child’s attachment bond with 
a parent. It is not uncommon for the court to temporarily suspend all visitation between the child 
and accused parent during the lengthy period of time often required for legal resolution of the 
abuse issue.18 This is true whether the abuse complaint identifies the mother or father as the 
perpetrator or, in some cases, when false allegations of abuse are claimed. Facilitating 
supervised visitation may protect the child’s attachment bond with the accused parent until final 
legal decisions are ordered. Visitation in cases of alleged child sexual abuse should require a 
highly structured level of supervision, including specific rules (e.g., subjects discussed, 
parameters of physical touching)19 and professional supervision (e.g., family visitation center, 
child protection team facility, or private therapist). 

 

Recommendations 
Relationships with parents are the foundation upon which children define themselves as 
adequate, and develop the capacity to have meaningful and intimate relationships throughout 
their lives. Children’s relationships with their mother or father are determined by the quantity and 
quality of care offered by each parent and the repeated presence across time of the parent in the 
child’s life.  

 

Knowing about these important relationship issues pertaining to children separated from their 
parents in cases such as custody or dependency may offer some direction to the legal system in 
addressing children’s “best interests.” By providing frequent physical proximity or accessibility to a 
parent and teaching parents the skills to create in their children secure attachment bonds, the 
legal system can assist children’s development and provide them the ability to value themselves, 
and develop enduring and intimate relationships throughout their lives. 
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