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Abstract. In this paper the development of cross-cultural research on attachment is dis-
cussed. It is argued that the universality hypothesis cannot be disproved by findings of
divergent attachment classification distributions in cross-cultural studies. Furthermore, the
search for a culture-free procedure to measure attachment may not be a fruitful strategy to
establish the cross-cultural validity of attachment theory. Cross-cultural research should
focus on testing theoretical predictions derived from attachment theory, especially the
responsiveness hypothesis and the competence hypothesis. Paradoxically, 'falsifying' out-
comes of cross-cultural studies may be ascribed either to general validity problems or more
specifically to a lack of cross-cultural validity.

The task of cross-cultural research on at- durable affective relationship between a
tachment is to identify what is universal and child and one or more specific persons with
what is culturally variable in the develop- whom the child regularly interacts [Bowlby,
ment of attachment between caregivers and 1971; Ainsworth et al, 1978], has been hy-
children [LeVine, 1984]. In attachment theo- pothesized to have universal biological roots
ry, strong Claims for the universality of the that can only be understood from an evolu-
attachment phenomenon have been put for- tionary perspective [Bowlby, 1971]. It has
ward. Attachment, defined äs a relatively been claimed that the attachment behaviors

of the immature and helpless members of the
species, and the corresponding behaviors of

1 The author acknowledges the helpful comments of their parents or equivalent adults, have the
Mary Main on an earlier draft of this paper. function of protecting the offspring from
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danger, at least in the so-called 'environment
of evolutionary adaptedness'. The genetic
bias of the child's need to become attached
and to be in close physical (and later psycho-
logical) proximity to a protective caregiver
continues to exist even in cultural environ-
ments which, in the past thousands of years,
have become far removed from the original
environments in which the species devel-
oped during an evolutionary period of mil-
lions of years [Bowlby, 1971].

In this paper, I consider the development
of cross-cultural research to substantiate
Bowlby's Claims of the universality of the
attachment phenomenon, and, specifically,
studies using the 'Strange Situation' proce-
dure to measure quality of attachment. I
conclude that the universality hypothesis
cannot be adquately proved nor disproved
by findings of divergent attachment classifi-
cation distributions in different countries
and cultures. Japanese and Israeli re-
searchers [Takahashi, this issue; Sagi and
Lewkowicz, 1987] have suggested that the
'Strange Situation' procedure may not be a
valid Instrument for measuring attachment
quality across cultures, because caregivers
and infants experience the stressful labora-
tory Situation in very different ways. They
have proposed constructing a culture-free, or
at least less culturally biased Instrument to
be applied in countries like Japan and Israel.
I argue, however, that the search for a cul-
ture-free procedure may not be a fruitful
strategy. Cross-cultural research should fo-
cus on testing predictions derived from at-
tachment theory. If these predictions are
supported by evidence from several different
cultures, the universality hypothesis will be
more plausible, whatever differences in at-
tachment classification distributions across
cultures are found.

Cross-Cultural Studies Using the 'Strange
Situation' Procedure

One of the first empirical studies on at-
tachment was carried out by Ainsworth
[1967] in Uganda. Her famous Baltimore
study, which was to be the cornerstone of
attachment theory [Bell and Ainsworth,
1972; Ainsworth et al., 1978], was originally
designed to replicate her African results in
the US. These comparative studies sup-
ported the notion that attachment develop-
ment was basically the same in the two cul-
tures. In both cultures, 1-year-olds try to stay
in close proximity to the caregiver(s), espe-
cially in threatening situations, and in both
cultures they use their caregiver(s) äs a safe
haven from which to explore the environ-
ment. Although these first comparative stud-
ies were only exploratory, the universality
hypothesis seemed to be supported by their
results. Several research projects were car-
ried out to test this hypothesis more thor-
oughly, not only in Western European coun-
tries like Sweden [Lamb et al., 1982], West
Germany [Grossmann et al., 1981], Great
Britain [Smith and Noble, 1987], and The
Netherlands [Van Uzendoorn et al., 1985],
but also in Japan [Durrett et al., 1984;
Miyaki et al., 1985; Takahashi, 1986], Israel
[Sagi et al., 1985], and Africa [Kermoian and
Leiderman, 1986].

These recent comparative studies make
use of a standardized procedure to measure
quality of attachment. The availability of
this instrument, the 'Strange Situation' pro-
cedure [Ainsworth and Wittig, 1969; Ains-
worth et al., 1978], is one of the main rea-
sons for the interest in attachment theory
and its application in cross-cultural research
[Van Uzendoorn and Tavecchio, 1987]. The
'Strange Situation' is an observational proce-
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dure based on two assumptions: (1) Being
placed in a Strange environment, being con-
fronted with an unknown person, and being
left behind by the caregiver are stressful cir-
cumstances to the child and activate attach-
ment behavior; and (2) the return of the care-
giver is sufficient to relieve the stress for
children with a secure attachment relation-
ship but not sufficient for those with an inse-
cure one [Grossmann et al., 1981]. The
'Strange Situation' consists of 8 phases, the
last 7 of which should ideally last 3 min each.
Following instructions (phase 1), caregiver
and child are left in a stränge environment,
the laboratory playroom (phase 2). In
phase 3 a stranger enters, who after three
mins. Signals the caregiver to leave (phase 4).
In the next phase (5) the caregiver returns,
only to leave again in phase 6. The stranger
reenters the room in phase 7, and in phase 8
the caregiver returns once more. If the infant
is upset, the researcher is supposed to termi-
nate the procedure. In the US, Separation
periods seldom last äs long äs 3 min. In other
countries, experimenters sometimes seem to
follow the guidelines somewhat too strictly,
thereby causing too much stress in the in-
fant. All phases are videotaped and scored
afterwards on several behavioral scales.
Quality of attachment is categorized äs A
(anxiously avoidant), B (secure), or C (an-
xiously resistant). Type C children are called
anxiously resistant because after the return
of the attachment figure they both resist con-
tact and seek proximity simultaneously; they
seem very frightened and unhappy. Type A
children show little fear or sorrow but on
reunion they avoid their caregiver either by
turning away or by looking away. Type B
children show little or no anxious attach-
ment behavior, such äs resistance or avoid-
ance. Type B children may cry and maintain

physical contact after reunion with the care-
giver, but the caregiver can readily provide
relief [Ainsworth et al., 1978].

Divergent Patterns of Attachment

Using the 'Strange Situation' to measure
quality of attachment, Ainsworth et al.
[1978] found a 'normative' American pattern
of about 20% anxious-avoidant, 70% secure,
and 10% anxious-resistant parent-child
dyads. In Bielefeld (West Germany), how-
ever, a much higher percentage of anxious-
avoidant dyads was found (about half of the
sample were classified äs such), and in Japan
and Israel (kibbutzim), a high percentage of
anxious-resistant dyads was found, although
the majority of the Japanese and Israeli in-
fants could be classified äs securely attached.
These deviations from the 'normative' pat-
tern were considered to cast doubt on the
universality hypothesis. Researchers tried to
Interpret their results äs indicating strong
cultural differences in attachment develop-
ment. In Northern Germany, it was suggest-
ed, parents stress autonomy much earlier
than American parents, thereby urging their
infants to show autonomy in stressful situa-
tions and not to rely too much on parental
proximity. In Japan, infants would almost
never experience separations from the moth-
er. The 'Strange Situation' would therefore
be especially stränge for the Japanese chil-
dren and elicit extremely anxious behavior.
Israeli kibbutzim infants would rarely inter-
act with unknown persons, although they
live in a multiple-caregiver environment.
Their interactions with the stranger in the
'Strange Sitation' could therefore also be ex-
pected to elicit strong feelings of anxiety.
These explanations were invoked to account
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for the divergent attachment classification
distributions from the perspective of attach-
ment theory äs a universally valid theory.

At the same time, it was suggested that
the 'Strange Situation' procedure is not a
valid Instrument for measuring attachment
quality outside of American cultures, be-
cause caregivers and children experience the
stressful laboratory Situation in very differ-
ent ways [Lamb et al., 1985; Sagi, this issue;
Sagi and Lewkowicz, 1987].

Intracultural Differences
There are at least two reasons why this

kind of cross-cultural debate on attachment
has to be considered obsolete. First, a meta-
analysis of nearly all attachment research
done using the 'Strange Situation' showed
that intracultural differences in attachment
classification distributions were much larger
than the intercultural differences [Van
IJzendoorn and Kroonenberg, 1988]. Differ-
ences found within the US were äs large äs
differences found in other cultures. Although
the typical American distribution is about
the same äs Ainsworth's 'normative' distri-
bution, within the US a large number of sig-
nificant deviations from this 'normative'
pattern can be found. In Germany and Ja-
pan, äs well, tremendous differences in at-
tachment classification distributions were
found among samples within the same cul-
ture. The Japanese city sample of Durrett et
al. [1984], with a distribution of 5 anxious-
avoidant, 24 secure, and 7 anxious-resistant
infants, resembled Beller and Pohl's [1986]
Berlin sample, with a distribution of 7 an-
xious-avoidant, 31 secure, and 2 anxious-
resistant infants, more than both resembled
other Japanese and German samples. Our
conclusion was that if the 'Strange Situation'
is a valid Instrument for assessing quality of

attachment within the US [see Bretherton,
1985, for several arguments in favor of this
premise], there is no reason to doubt its cross-
cultural validity simply because we some-
times get somewhat different distributions in
Western Europe, Japan, or Israel than in the
US. In recent years the cross-cultural debate
on attachment has often been based on frag-
mentary, limited evidence, with the risk of
capitalizing on unreliable data from small
samples isolated from other attachment stud-
ies done in the same culture.

A Culture-Free 'Strange Situation?
Second, though now it has rightly been

stressed that attachment classification distri-
butions per se do not constitute strong evi-
dence in the cross-cultural debate, the cross-
cultural validity of the 'Strange Situation'
procedure has been brought into question.
The procedure has been criticized because it
assumes an identical experience of stress in
all cultures. Moreover, it would seem to fa-
vor cultures in which children are used to
daily separations from their main caregivers
and meet unknown persons fairly frequently.
The assumption of identical experience of
stress is warranted only if the procedure is
curtailed whenever the infant becomes too
upset to function normally. Curtailed proce-
dures can be scored in a reliable and valid
way [Oppenheim et al., 1988], and early ter-
mination of the procedure could prevent in-
fants from becoming too distressed to be
consoled in a relatively short period of time
- äs sometimes seems to be the case in one of
the Japanese samples. Classifying Japanese
infants on the basis of the first half of the
procedure resulted in a rather common dis-
tribution of attachment relationships [Taka-
hashi, 1986], suggesting that flexible applica-
tion of the 'Strange Situation' procedure
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could have led to a normal pattern of attach-
ments in this sample.

In general, the search for a so-called cul-
ture-free test, i.e., a culture-free procedure to
measure attachment, will not be fruitful be-
cause it presupposes universality instead of
proving it. Instead of 'begging the cross-cul-
tural question', it may be a better strategy to
apply an Instrument already developed
within a particular theoretical (and cultural)
framework, to search for differences in out-
come in different cultures, and to try to ex-
plain these differences theoretically [Frijda
and Jahoda, 1966]. A theory is only bound to
a particular culture if it is not able to explain
cultural differences, but these differences
themselves do not restrict the universality of
a theory. Cross-cultural research should not
lead primarily to descriptions of universal
empirical trends, but to explanations of cul-
tural differences [Jahoda, 1979]. Searching
for universal trends implies looking for ab-
sence of differences between cultures, that is
proving the null hypothesis and thus risking
type II errors [Brown and Sechrest, 1979]. If
there are about 1300 cultures in this world
[Lonner, 1979], it is, strictly speaking, im-
possible to establish the universality of a cer-
tain phenomenon through the method of in-
duction, except in the most trivial instances.
Therefore, cross-cultural research on attach-
ment should focus on cultural differences
instead of uniformities, in order to gain in-
sight into the universal and the culture-spe-
cific aspects of attachment.

Beyond the Current Cross-Cultural Debate

My main thesis is that the cross-cultural
validity of attachment theory should be con-
firmed or falsified through the testing of the-

oretical predictions across cultures, instead
of looking for resemblances and differences
between attachment classification distribu-
tions or 'going beyond' the 'Strange Situa-
tion' procedure and adapting the Instrument
to the specific cultural circumstances. In
fact, the 'imposed etic validity' [Berry, 1979]
has to be emphasized. Attachment theory
consists of a series of propositions linking
several different variables to each other. If it
is possible to find in several cultures the
same correlational pattern between determi-
nants and consequences of attachment äs has
been found in the US, the imposed etic va-
lidity of the theory will have been estab-
lished.

In the case of attachment theory, there
appear to be at least two correlational pat-
terns that would need to be replicated in
other cultures before the theory's cross-cul-
tural validity can be established. First, the
caregiver's responsiveness to the child's sig-
nals is considered to be one of the most
important determinants of attachment qual-
ity [Ainsworth et al., 1978]. More responsive
caregivers establish a secure relationship
more often with their children than do unre-
sponsive caregivers. Responsiveness does
not have to stand for the same caregiving
behaviors, but possibly implies culturally
variable ingredients [Hinde and Stevenson-
Kinde, this issue]. Second, during preschool
years secure attachment relationships should
stimulate social-cognitive competence more
than anxious attachment relationships [Bre-
therton, 1985; Grossmann and Grossmann,
this issue]. The responsiveness hypothesis
and the competence hypothesis constitute
the core of attachment theory. The first hy-
pothesis underlines the influence of the care-
giving environment on quality of attach-
ment, äs opposed to organismic determi-
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nants, thus emphasizmg the mteractionist
perspective The second hypothesis implies
the central place of attachment in child de-
velopment, thus emphasizmg the ethological
perspective

It has to be kept m mmd, however, that
these hypotheses have not yet been tested
thoroughly enough to be considered con-
firmed For example, Amsworth's pio-
neenng Baltimore study on the relation be-
tween maternal responsiveness, infant cry-
mg, and attachment has still to be replicated
in the US [Goldsmith and Alansky, 1987,
Hubbard and Van Uzendoorn, 1987] At-
tachment theory, therefore, constitutes a
very fruitful and powerful heunstic without
bemg empincally supported in every respect
Because of this unsettled vahdity question, it
is not yet clear whether possibly disappomt-
mg results of cross-cultural research are to
be ascnbed to general vahdity problems of
attachment theory or more specifically to its
lack of cross-cultural vahdity
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