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attachment Lens

Behavioral challenges can be attributed to many issues, 
including trauma, learning disabilities, developmental 
delays, sensory processing disorders, or prenatal 
substance exposure. Using an attachment lens, the 
following examples explore some common behaviors, 
motivations, and responses. 

Behavior  
oBserved 

Common  
PerCePtion of 
motivation

resPonses  
that disCourage 
attaChment

attaChment- 
related  
motivation 

resPonses  
that enCourage 
attaChment

Stealing, hoarding,  
gorging, or hiding food.

Child hides candy  
under the mattress. 

Child is concerned about  
his portions at dinner 
compared to others’.

Child is defiant  
of rules. 

Child is selfish  
or greedy.

Child does not care  
for others’ needs.

Limiting access to food.

Hiding snacks or taking away 
dessert and snack time.

Have others eat in front  
of child while not allowing 
the child to eat.

Child only trusts  
himself to meet his 
needs and feels safer  
if he is in control of  
his access to food.

Consistent schedule of snacks  
and meals provided by caregivers. 

Occasional sweet treats.

Parent and child select a  
place for accessible snacks.

Lack of comprehension  
of danger. 

Touches the hot stove 
immediately after you 
warned her not to.

Runs away from  
caregiver when in public 
places or into streets.

Child is suicidal or  
attention-seeking.

Child has ADHD  
or  Oppositional-
Defiant Disorder.

Yelling and taking  
away privileges. 

Limiting public or  
outside activities.

Child has limited  
sense of self-worth. 

Child lacks the  
instinctual desire  
for self-preservation.

Child does not trust  
what adults are saying 
is safe and unsafe.

Provide child with fun/helpful  
jobs that encourage sense of  
worth and importance.

Practice safe behaviors together  
with all family members.

Stress how much you want  
to protect the child.

Affectionate with  
unfamiliar adults.

Hugging the cashier  
at the grocery store.

Sitting on unknown  
social worker’s lap.

Child is using charm  
to get her way.

Child is being 
provocative.

Child likes others  
more than you.

Accusing the child of 
purposeful manipulation. 

Taking away privileges  
or social activities.

Limiting physically  
touching the child out  
of fear or retaliation.

Child is using survival 
skills in order to have 
perceived needs met.

Child is trying to 
encourage attachment.

Role play safe greetings with  
the child prior to activities.

Ask adults, when possible,  
to offer handshakes and  
high-fives or to ask parent  
for permission to hug. 

Uncomfortable  
with affection. 

Her body is stiff or  
limp when hugged.

She gives  
awkward hugs.

Child does not  
like you. 

Child is incapable  
of receiving love.

Internalizing the  
child’s discomfort as  
personal rejection. 

Retaliating with rejecting  
the child back.

Child does not 
understand the soothing 
benefits of affection 
because she has learned 
to meet her own needs. 

Nurturing is not 
a language she 
understands as safe.

Ask permission to touch or hug. 

Proactively seek out or create  
positive interaction and  
opportunities to nurture: “Will you  
let me help you brush your hair?”

Talk about feelings and how  
they can be calmed by affection.  
“I feel sad today. Sometimes hugs  
can help. May I have a hug?”

Regression—acting  
younger than age. 

Ten-year-old asking  
you to check for monsters 
under the bed. 

Baby-talk after  
misbehavior.

Child is attempting to  
manipulate others.

Child is trying to  
whine his way out  
of consequences.

De-valuing the  
child’s emotions: 

“You’re a big boy.  
You can do it yourself.”

“There’s nothing to be afraid 
of, stop acting like a baby.”

“That’s not gonna  
work on me!”

Child is revisiting a  
younger-age attachment  
cycle, recreating an  
environment where you  
have the opportunity to  
meet his needs.

Child may be regressing  
to an age when trauma  
was experienced. 

Accept invitations to  
meet needs. They are an  
opportunity to build trust  
that will only help reduce  
challenging behavior. 

Validate feelings while  
maintaining structure  
and consequences. 
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