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 The Complexity of the Caregiving System:
 A Perspective From Attachment Theory

 Jude Cassidy
 Department of Psychology

 University of Maryland

 In one of his earliest writings, Bowlby (1956)

 pointed out that further understanding of attachment

 could be gained from examination of the mother's tie

 to her infant. Although Bowlby (1984) later wrote

 briefly about "parenting behavior" from a biological
 perspective as "like attachment behavior ... in some

 degree preprogrammed" (p. 271), he devoted his atten-
 tion almost exclusively to examining the attachment

 side of what he called the "attachment-caregiving so-

 cial bond" (Bowlby, 1969/1982, p. 377). It is to his

 credit that his initial focus on the sole behavioral sys-

 tem of attachment produced such a highly generative

 theory that subsequent theorists examining the

 caregiving system have had a solid theoretical and em-

 pirical base on which to build (see Bretherton,

 Biringin, Ridgeway, Maslin, & Sherman, 1989;

 Bretherton, Golby, & Cho, 1997; Cassidy, 1999, in

 press; Heard & Lake, 1997; Main, 1990; Pianta,

 Marvin, Britner, & Borowitz, 1996; Slade, Belsky,
 Aber, & Phelps, 1999; Zeanah, Benoit, Hirschberg,

 Barton, & Regan, 1994; and most extensively, George

 & Solomon, 1996, 1999, and Solomon & George,
 1996).

 In their target article, Bell and Richard claim that

 "attachment theory oversimplifies and further
 trivializes the process of caregiving" (this issue). In

 this article, I present a contrasting perspective and
 attempt to demonstrate contemporary attachment the-

 ory's focus on the multifaceted, rich complexities in-

 volved in the caregiving behavioral system. I review

 discussion by a number of attachment theorists who ar-

 gue that the caregiving system should be examined not

 only as a separate system, but also in connection with

 other parental behavioral systems and in relation to the

 child's behavioral systems. These attachment theorists

 also consider cognition and emotion, a variety of con-
 textual factors, both past and present influences on
 caregiving, a life-span perspective, and differential

 maternal and paternal caregiving-all aspects of a the-

 oretical perspective that is anything but simple.

 The Caregiving Behavioral System

 From an attachment theory perspective, caregiving

 is considered within the framework of the caregiving
 behavioral system. Bowlby (1969/1982) borrowed the
 concept of the behavioral system from the ethologists
 to describe a species-specific system of behaviors that

 leads to certain predictable outcomes, at least one of

 which contributes to the individual's reproductive fit-

 ness. The predictable outcome of activation of the par-

 ent's caregiving system is child-parent proximity, and

 86

This content downloaded from 
�������������129.2.89.130 on Mon, 24 Nov 2025 17:22:01 UTC�������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



 COMMENTARIES

 the biological function is protection of the child and

 enhanced parental reproductive fitness. The concept of
 the behavioral system involves inherent motivation.

 There is no need to view attachment as the by-product
 of any more fundamental processes or "drives." Thus,
 Bell and Richard's claim that "attachment accounts of

 caregiving lack a plausible motivation for caregiving, a
 reason why the caregiver should choose to nurture the

 dependent" (this issue) dismisses Bowlby's initial
 thinking about the caregiving system and more recent
 expansions of this thinking that are solidly within con-

 temporary biological theorizing and empirical re-

 search. The caregiving system is thought to have
 evolved because, during the time when humans and

 other primates were initially evolving, parents who
 provided protective care to their offspring were more

 likely to have offspring survive and pass on the genes
 for this caregiving behavior. This notion of inherent

 motivation is also compatible with Piaget' s (1954) for-
 mulation of the inherent motivation of the child's inter-

 est in exploration.

 Activation and Termination of the

 Caregiving Behavioral System

 Bell and Richard claim that, according to attach-
 ment theory, "the caregiving behavioral system is inac-

 tive most of the time. ... [The] behavioral control
 system [described] by most attachment theorists ... is
 either turned on or turned off' (this issue). Bell and
 Richard contrast the "on-off caregiving of attachment
 theories" with their own perspective, wherein "caring
 is conceptualized as enduring and variable" (this is-
 sue). Yet, in parallel to Bowlby's (1969/1982) revised
 view of the attachment system as never fully turned
 off, the caregiving system is viewed by attachment the-

 orists as continually active (enduring) and variable
 (i.e., the interaction of a variety of factors contributes

 to whether caregiving behavior occurs at all and the in-

 tensity of that behavior). Bell and Richard further
 claim that, from an attachment theory perspective, the

 caregiving system "only becomes active when the de-
 pendent's distress vocalizations or excessive distance
 from the caregiver stimulates it" (this issue). In fact,
 within the framework of attachment theory, the mecha-

 nism is not so simple. There are thought to be multiple
 and complex factors involved in the relative activation
 and deactivation of the caregiving system; activation
 of caregiving is viewed as far more complexly deter-
 mined than simple responsiveness to child attachment
 behavior:

 As is true for many behavioral systems, activation of
 the caregiving system results from both internal and
 external cues. Intemnal cues include presence of hor-
 mones, cultural beliefs, parental state (e.g., whether
 the parent is tired or sick), and activation of other pa-

 rental behavioral systems (e.g., exploration,
 food-getting, fear). External cues include state of the
 environment (e.g., whether it is familiar, whether there

 is danger, whether others are present and who those
 others are), state of the infant (e.g., whether the infant

 is sick or tired), and behavior of the infant (e.g.,
 whether he or she is exhibiting attachment behavior).
 (Cassidy, 1999, p. 10)

 Interplay Among Behavioral Systems

 Further adding to the complex nature of the

 caregiving behavioral system is the fact that it oper-
 ates in conjunction with a variety of a parent's other
 biologically based behavior systems. An appreciation
 of the interplay among behavioral systems has always
 been central to attachment theory, and two examples
 of this interplay involving the caregiving system are
 noted here. For instance, just as the child' s attachment

 and fear systems are closely linked (such that an in-
 crease in fear contributes to increased attachment be-

 havior; Bowlby, 1973), so are the parent's caregiving
 and fear systems. When a parent is frightened by
 threat to the child, she increases caregiving behavior;
 conversely, when a parent is in a safe environment
 and perceives no threat, she is likely to decrease
 caregiving behavior. Similarly, the exploratory and
 caregiving systems are likely to be intertwined, such
 that activation of a parent's exploratory system may
 reduce activation of the caregiving system: On Super
 Bowl Sunday, a father may be more lax in his
 caregiving behavior during the game than following
 it. (See George & Solomon, 1999, for a full discus-
 sion of "competing behavioral systems.")

 Parent-Child Conflict

 The caregiving system operates not only in concert
 with other parental behavioral systems, but also in con-

 cert with the child's behavioral systems. Bowlby
 (1969/1982) considered the child's attachment system
 and the parent's caregiving system as "complemen-
 tary" behavioral systems. In most cases, parents and
 children work together to maintain a comfortable, safe
 degree of proximity. If the child moves away, the par-
 ent will retrieve him; if the parent moves away, the
 child will follow or signal for the parent to return. Fol-

 lowing Bowlby's thinking, it seems likely that when
 the caregiving system is relatively activated, the
 child's attachment system can be relatively deacti-
 vated; attachment behaviors are not needed because
 the parent has assumed responsibility for maintaining
 proximity. If the caregiving system is not relatively ac-
 tivated, then the child's attachment system becomes
 activated, should the context call for it. This "dynamic
 equilibrium" (Bowlby, 1969/1982, p. 236) contributes
 to understanding the notion of the mother's providing a
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 "secure base from which to explore." The mother's

 monitoring of child-mother proximity frees the infant

 from such necessary monitoring and permits the

 child's greater attention to exploration (Main, 1973),

 although there are certainly times when both partners'

 systems are concurrently activated and both take sig-

 nificant responsibility for maintaining proximity.

 However, as Trivers (1974) noted, parents and chil-

 dren are at times in conflict because circumstances en-

 hance the reproductive.fitness of each member of the

 dyad differently. For instance, when an infant's attach-

 ment system is activated in the presence of the mother,
 the infant's sole wish is for her to respond. Although

 such infant behavior is usually a powerful activating

 stimulus for the mother's caregiving system, the

 mother may choose among several competing needs

 and may or may not provide care. The child's concern

 is immediate and focused; the mother's concerns may

 be more diffuse and long-range (Main, 1981, 1990).

 The mother may have to leave the infant to work to

 support the family, or she may have several children to

 whose needs she must attend. Parental caregiving to a

 particular child is only one of many ways a parent can

 increase reproductive fitness. Others include having

 additional children; providing care to other children;

 maintaining ties to a mate, kin, or peers who will help
 protect offspring; and gathering resources. Thus, par-

 ents juggle a variety of complex, competing factors
 when faced with caregiving decisions. Main (1990)

 has proposed that from an evolutionary perspective,

 maternal unresponsiveness may be useful to the

 mother if it maximizes the total number of surviving

 offspring (see also Belsky, 1999; Simpson, 1999).

 The Role of Cognition

 A central notion of attachment theory is that early in

 life, humans develop mental representations of them-

 selves, the people important in their lives, and the

 workings of the world (Bowlby, 1969/1982, 1973;

 Bretherton & Munholland, 1999; Main, Kaplan, &

 Cassidy, 1985). More recent attention to attachment

 across the life span has led to the proposition that par-

 ents also develop representations of themselves as par-

 ents and of their children (Slade et al., 1999; Zeanah et

 al., 1994), as well as a "current state of mind with re-

 gard to attachment" (Main & Goldwyn, 1998). The

 thinking is that parental mental representations influ-

 ence parenting behavior, and there is evidence that this
 is the case (e.g., Slade et al., 1999). Understanding the

 process through which this occurs (selective attention,

 memory, interpretative bias, expectations) will be im-

 portant in future research. What factors contribute to

 change in representational models and the relative in-

 fluence of early and later models will also be important

 to explore.

 The Role of Emotion

 The emotions linked to caregiving may be as pow-

 erful as any experienced throughout life. As I noted in

 a previous article (Cassidy, 1999), the birth of a first
 child (which establishes the adult as a parent) is often

 accompanied by feelings of great joy; threats to the
 child are accompanied by anxiety; the death of a child

 brings profound grief. This intertwining of the

 caregiving system with intense emotions may result

 from selective pressures of evolution: Enhanced repro-

 ductive fitness may result when, for instance, a par-
 ent' s anxiety about threats to a child prompts the parent

 to seek effective interventions.

 Explaining Parental Responsiveness

 According to Bell and Richard, "attachment logic

 has suggested why sensitivity and responsiveness may

 be important for the child, but it has not been able to

 explain why they are important to the parent" (this is-

 sue). Yet consideration of the biological function of the

 caregiving system-protection of the young and en-
 hanced parental reproductive fitness-is central to an

 attachment theory perspective, and such consideration

 leads to a biological understanding of why, for pri-

 mates, responsiveness and sensitivity are "important to

 the parent." The case of parental soothing serves as one
 example. Why would a parent expend effort to soothe a

 child frightened of thunder when the parent correctly

 perceives that the child is in no danger? There are a
 number of possible reasons, all of which increase pa-

 rental reproductive fitness. I have proposed elsewhere

 that soothing behaviors serve, indirectly, to facilitate

 the parent's monitoring of potential or real dangers to

 the child (Cassidy, 1999). Parental provision of contact

 usually comforts a distressed child. If the child contin-

 ues to be distressed for a substantial time following

 contact, there may be another threat of which the par-
 ent in unaware. Through continuing attempts to soothe

 the child, the parent gains information about threat to

 the child. The parent may not realize, for instance, that

 the child has a painful splinter in her foot. Furthermore,

 there are many ways in which inconsolable crying (be-

 yond infancy) can signal serious health problems; a

 parent will not know whether crying is inconsolable

 unless the parent attempts to console. Another possible

 reason for soothing is that it may contribute to reducing

 the health risks associated with chronic, unrelieved
 stress (e.g., Kobassa, 1979). In addition, it is likely that

 the child learns, through modeling, about how to

 soothe the distress of others. Given evidence that
 adults prefer romantic partners who are sensitively re-
 sponsive (Pietromonaco & Carnelley, 1994; Zeifman

 & Hazan, 1997), having learned such behavior may in-

 crease the child's later ability to attract desirable ro-
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 mantic (reproductive) partners. Both reducing risk to

 the child's health and enhancing the child's attractive-

 ness to desirable partners, in turn, enhance the parent's

 own reproductive fitness. Another reason, which is
 perhaps the most basic reason for soothing, may be that

 the species has evolved such that a child's distress is

 aversive to the parent (even at the level of auditory
 pitch and frequency), and the parent desires and acts to
 terminate the aversive stimulus.

 The Active Parent: Understanding
 Individual Differences

 Bell and Richard. refer to "the essentially passive

 caregiving behavioral control system described in at-

 tachment theory" wherein the parent "responds me-

 chanically to the child's crying" (this issue).
 Behavioral systems, however, have never been viewed

 as "passive" systems by ethologists or attachment the-

 orists. Furthermore, there has been considerable recent

 theorizing that individual differences in parental

 caregiving can be viewed in part as (nonconscious) ac-

 tive strategic parental attempts to increase reproduc-
 tive fitness. In other words, it has been proposed that

 parents (nonconsciously) consider a complex constel-

 lation of factors and arrive at a (nonconscious) belief
 about the type of caregiving likely to enhance their re-

 productive fitness. This parental belief, in turn, is
 likely to influence the parents' active choices of

 caregiving behaviors. Thus, although the parameters

 of the caregiving system are thought to be biologically
 based and to have evolved through the process of natu-
 ral selection, the caregiving system is thought to have

 evolved with the capacity to flexibly adapt to environ-

 mental variation in ways that enhance reproductive fit-

 ness. For further discussion of the ways attachment

 theorists view the caregiving system as characterized
 by active parental judgment and learning rather than as

 either "passive" or "strictly innate," as Bell and Rich-
 ard claim, see Belsky (1999), George and Solomon
 (1999), and Main (1990).

 The Influence of Past and Present

 There has long been a theoretical view that past ex-

 periences guide present parenting. Fraiberg (1980), for
 instance, claimed, "we do unto others as we were done

 to." Similarly, Sroufe and Fleeson (1986) pointed out
 that babies learn both sides of important early dyadic
 relationships-at the same time they learn what it is

 like to be a baby in a relationship, they learn how it is
 that the caregiver is. Bowlby (1979) also proposed that
 secure childhood attachment would facilitate an indi-
 vidual's later parenting. More recently, theorists have

 begun to examine the complex intertwining of past and

 present influences on parenting: What are the relative

 influences of past and present? Under what circum-

 stances is one more influential? How much of a protec-
 tive factor can early positive experience provide? Do
 relative influences vary across individuals? What is the

 role of biological change during adolescence? The

 field is in the midst of an explosion of learning about
 the processes through which neural pathways become
 established and influence later behavior, and greater
 consideration is being given to why, from an evolu-
 tionary perspective, individuals would be particularly
 influenced by early attachment experiences yet at the

 same time retain the ability to flexibly adapt to new cir-

 cumstances (see Belsky, 1999; Cassidy, in press;
 George & Solomon, 1999; Siegel, 1999). Emerging
 data from studies using the Adult Attachment Inter-

 view suggest that when adult representations are not

 congruent with early attachment experiences (e.g.,
 when an adult with negative childhood experiences has

 current attachment-related representations that are se-

 cure), it is adult representation rather than childhood

 experience that is more closely linked to the attach-

 ment quality of offspring (and presumably to parenting

 behavior; Pearson, Cohn, Cowan, & Cowan, 1994).

 A Contextual Perspective

 Rather than considering simply the parent's (past

 and present) contribution to the caregiving system, re-
 cent theorizing has used a complex, contextual ap-
 proach, in which the parent's own characteristics are

 considered to play an important role yet are not viewed

 as solely causal. Parental characteristics are thought to
 operate within a larger context that includes character-
 istics of the child; the larger family system, including

 the marriage, the family size and structure, sibling
 characteristics and relations, and the larger kinship net-
 work; and the environment, including the safety of the

 neighborhood, availability of resources, and the social
 network. Experimental research with primates has sug-

 gested that mothering does in fact differ as a function
 of these contextual factors (Suomi, 1999). (For further
 discussion of a contextual perspective on caregiving,
 see Belsky & Isabella, 1988; Berlin & Cassidy, 1999,
 in press; Cowan, Cohn, Cowan, & Pearson, 1996; and
 George & Solomon, 1999.)

 Mothers and Fathers

 Contributing additional complexity is the fact that
 some caregivers are mothers and some are fathers;
 within the contemporary evolutionary perspective, the
 existence of separate maternal and paternal caregiving

 systems in readily understood. Both mothers and fa-
 thers are concerned with their own reproductive fit-
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 ness. Yet, because mothers and fathers may differ

 substantially in the extent to which the survival of any

 one child enhances this fitness, their parenting behav-
 ior may differ. Compared to fathers, mothers have

 more to gain in terms of reproductive fitness from each

 child for several reasons (e.g., mothers' certainty about
 parental status, shorter reproductive life span, longer

 interchild intervals, and greater energy expenditure per

 child [during pregnancy and lactation]; see Trivers,
 1972). Despite these differences, there is almost surely

 considerable overlap between maternal and paternal
 caregiving systems as well.

 A Life-Span Perspective

 Understanding caregiving would be complex even
 if all parents were 25 years old and all children were in-

 fants. Yet both children and parents develop. The
 life-span perspective characteristic of attachment the-

 ory leads to consideration of two key questions that
 add further layers of complexity to attempts to under-
 stand caregiving. First, when does an adult become a

 parent? Becoming a parent at age 22 has advantages

 and disadvantages compared with becoming a parent
 at age 42; becoming a parent at age 14 brings still an-

 other set of considerations. Second, what age is the
 child who is being parented? Opportunities and chal-
 lenges-and a parent's own strengths and weak-

 nesses-differ when the child is an infant, a toddler, an
 adolescent.

 Summary

 Despite increasing theoretical attention to the

 caregiving system, there is as yet relatively little re-

 search related to this theorizing. Much research re-
 mains to be conducted, and the next decade should

 prove an exciting time on this front. Bridges across

 multiple theoretical perspectives may serve to further

 enrich our understanding of the caregiving system. The
 perspective from which Bell and Richard approach
 caregiving differs substantially from that of most con-

 temporary attachment theorists, who instead are

 grounded within a framework of contemporary evolu-

 tionary biology. It is important to note, before closing,
 that Bell and Richard's assessment of attachment the-

 ory leads them to argue not only that there are scientific

 flaws in the theory's proposals about caregiving, but
 also that the theory is not particularly sensitive to the

 challenges of parenting: "Attachment theory has come
 close to trivializing the difficult conflicts and choices
 that caregivers experience" (this issue). In his clinical
 writings, however, Bowlby (1979, 1988) uniformly
 expressed considerable empathy and compassion for

 the difficulties and complex considerations that par-

 ents face as they struggle to do the best possible job of

 raising their children. Finally, it is important to note

 that attachment theory has guided research examining

 some of the questions that have been most central to

 parents: How are children's hospital stays best han-

 dled? How will maternal employment influence chil-

 dren? Will parents spoil children by responding to their

 cries? Can children become attached to day care pro-
 viders, and what qualities in the care provider contrib-

 ute to the formation of a secure attachment?

 Notes

 This article was written with support from grants by

 the National Institute of Mental Health

 (ROMH50773 and ROIMH58907) and the National

 Institute for Child Health and Development

 (ROHD36635). I am grateful to Inge Bretherton,

 Mary Main, Robert Marvin, and Susan Woodhouse for
 their thoughtful comments on a previous draft of this

 article.

 Jude Cassidy, Department of Psychology, Univer-

 sity of Maryland, Room 2123L, Biology-Psychology

 Building, College Park, MD 20742-4411. E-mail:

 jcassidy @psyc.umd.edu
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 The key proposition of Bell and Richard's
 thought-provoking article is that attachment theorists
 have tended to focus on the needs and motivations un-
 derlying infants' attachment behavior, rather than on
 the motivation of the adults who nurture them. From

 the perspective of these authors, attachment theory
 explains infant attachment behavior in terms of the in-

 fant's needs for protection and felt security, but it says
 little about why parents (particularly quality care-
 givers) respond in ways that increase the security of the
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