
 
 

Psychology Summer Assignment 
 
The Strange Situation Experiment Ainsworth (1970)  
 
One area of your Psychology course is Developmental Psychology. Attachment patterns 
between babies/children and their carers is a part of this topic. A key researcher in this 
area is Mary Ainsworth. Read the following extract. Look up any words you don’t 
understand. Videos of this can be found on Youtube. 
 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QTsewNrHUHU 
 
Mary Ainsworth defined attachment as: [Look up any words you don’t understand]. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Strange Situation: A study to investigate attachment 
 
Type of Method 
 
Ainsworth et al. devised a method of controlled observation called the Strange Situation. A 
controlled observation is a research method where the psychologist sets up an artificial 
experimental situation in their laboratory so they can watch a particular behaviour. They 
then observe the participant through a one way mirror and record what they do. 
 
Aims 
 
In this study the aim was to see how an infant behaves under conditions of mild stress and 
also novelty (new experience). Stress is created in the Strange Situation by the presence of a 
stranger and by separation from a caregiver.  
 

“An affectionate tie that one person or animal forms between himself and another specific 
one - a tie that binds them together in space and endures over time. The behavioural 
hallmark of attachment is seeking to gain and to maintain a certain degree of proximity to the 
object of attachment. Attachment behaviours aim to maintain proximity or contact, e.g. 
following, clinging and signalling behaviour such as smiling and crying”. 



Mary Ainsworth had a considerable influence on theories of attachment. Ainsworth 
introduced the concept of the attachment figure as a secure base from which an infant can 
explore the world. Ainsworth was particularly interested in individual differences- the 
different attachment types that infants formed with their caregivers. She used her method 
of the Strange Situation to identify different types of attachment in young children. 
 
Procedure 
 
The Strange Situation consists of 8 episodes, each one lasting about 
3 minutes. Three people are involved: a care giver, her infant and a stranger: 
 
1 Mother and baby enter room. 
2 Mother sits quietly on a chair, responding if the infant seeks attention. 
3 A stranger enters, talks to the mother then gradually approaches 
infant with a toy. The mother leaves the room. 
4 The stranger leaves the infant playing unless he/she is inactive and 
then tries to interest the infant in toys. If the Infant becomes 
distressed this episode is ended. 
5 Mother enters and waits to see how the infant greets her. The 
stranger leaves quietly and the mother waits until the baby settles, 
and then she leaves again. 
6 The infant is alone. This episode is curtailed if the infant appears to 
be distressed. 
7 The stranger comes back and repeats episode 3. 
8 The mother returns and the stranger goes. Reunion behaviour 
recorded and then the situation is ended. 
 

 
The episodes in the experiment enables observation of the infant's response to: 

 separation from the caregiver  

 reunion with the caregiver 

 response to a stranger  

 the novel environment, which aims to encourage exploration and thus tests the 
secure base concept. 

 
Data was collected by a group of observers using a video recorder or one-way mirror. 
They recorded what the infant is doing every 15 seconds using the following behavioural 
categories: (1) proximity and contact-seeking behaviours, (2) contact-maintaining 
behaviours, (3) proximity and interaction-avoiding behaviours, (4) contact and interaction-
resisting behaviours, and (5) search behaviours. Each item is also scored for intensity on a 
scale of 1 to 7. 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Questions 
 
Some of these are based on the information on the sheet and others require you to do your own 
research or think about this study. The internet has plenty of accurate sites for you. 
 

1. Research the career of Mary Ainsworth. Investigate issues like: Who she was? What did she 
discover? How successful was she in her field? – Don’t just print something out. Read it and 
make some brief notes. 

2. What is a controlled observation? 
3. Ainsworth only studied mothers in her research. Explain why she is likely to have done that. 
4. Read the definition of attachment again. Consider whether fathers can form attachments with 

infants. 
5. Explain whether or not you think Ainsworth’s research technique will give a realistic view of 

the attachment behaviour of children. 
 
Level of detail: Write these answers on your own paper in as much detail as possible.  


