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Objectives
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1. Understand the basics of attachment theory
2. Become familiar with current research on autism and attachment
3. Understand the relationship between attachment disorders and autism
4. Possible attachment-based interventions



Attachment Theory

4ECHO IDD Wraparound

● Innate neurobiological system that enables children to establish a sense of 

security when stressed

● Attachment style is developed through the relationships between children 

and caregivers

○ Caregiver is a secure-base and safe-haven

○ Unconditional emotional availability and responsiveness is key

(Seskin et al., 2010; Teague et al., 2017)



Attachment Theory
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● Insecure attachment may stem from neglect and abuse, separations, 

institutionalization, or everyday family interactions

● Caregiving need not be abusive or purposefully negligent to result in 

insecure attachment 

● Children with insecure or disorganized attachment are at increased risk of 

behavior and emotional problems

 (McKenzie & Dallos, 2017; R. Chris Fraley, 2018; Teague et al., 2017)



Attachment Theory
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● 60% of neurotypical children are securely attached

● 40% of neurotypical children are insecurely attached
○ ~20% are anxious-resistant/ambivalent: preoccupied with caregiver 

when separated

○ ~20% are avoidant: pay little attention to separations and reunions with 

the caregiver

● Reactive Attachment Disorder (RAD) and Disinhibited Social Engagement 

Disorder (DSED)

(R. Chris Fraley, 2018; Teague et al., 2017; Potter-Dickey et al., 2020)



Attachment and Autism
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● Children with IDD are capable of secure attachment, and benefit in the 

same way that neurotypical children do

● ~50% of autistic children without intellectual disability are securely attached

● Autistic children with intellectual disability are more likely to have insecure 

attachments

○ Differences in social skills/communication may pose a challenge for 

caregivers and children to understand each other

 (Teague et al., 2017 ; Potter-Dickey et al., 2020)



Attachment and Autism
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● Adverse Childhood Experiences: higher rates of income insufficiency, 

parental divorce/separation, exposure to neighborhood violence and 

household mental illness 

● Experience of bullying is 3–4 times more frequent for children with ASD 

compared to their typically developing peers 

● Children with ASD and other developmental disabilities are more at risk for 

physical and sexual abuse

(Teague et al., 2017 ; Potter-Dickey et al., 2020)



Attachment Disorders and Autism
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● The features of RAD, DSED, and autism often overlap to such a degree 
that clinicians express difficulties with diagnosis
○ Differences in social skills and communication
○ Emotion regulation difficulties
○ Repetitive, self-stimulating behaviors 

● There are significant differences between autism and insecure attachment
○ RAD and DSED require a history of severe social neglect
○ Sensory differences
○ Preference for sameness/routine
○ Intense/highly-focused interests

 (McKenzie & Dallos, 2017; Attachment Theory and Autism Spectrum Disorders - AP, 2023; Teague et al., 2017)



Attachment Interventions and Autism
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● Mothers who were insightful and resolved on their child's diagnosis were 
more likely to have securely attached children

● Secure attachments appear to act as a protective factor in the social and 
cognitive development of children with ASD

● Attachment-based interventions:
○ Video-feedback Intervention to promote Positive Parenting adapted to 

Autism (VIPP-AUTI)
○ Focused Playtime Intervention
○ Circle of Security Parenting (COSP)
○ Developmental, Individual-differences, and Relationship-based (DIR) 

model/Floortime

(Giannotti & de Falco, 2021; Potter-Dickey et al., 2020; Teague et al., 2017; Kubo et al., 2021)

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/24919961/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/24919961/
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10803-012-1584-y
https://www.circleofsecurityinternational.com/
https://www.icdl.com/home
https://www.icdl.com/home
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THANK YOU!

Contact information: Sage Davis, saged2@uw.edu


