
The importance of 
attachment and 
how to promote it 
in your setting



What is ‘attachment?’

‘Attachment’ – in an early years context - was first talked about officially in 1958 when British 
psychologist and psychoanalyst John Bowlby presented three papers to the British Psychoanalytic 
Society in London. His work, along with the work of psychologist Mary Ainsworth, has contributed to the 
development of the theory of attachment.

Bowlby believed that children are born with an ‘inbuilt’ inclination to seek and remain close to 
attachment figures. This obviously provides comfort to the child, but in theory, it also helps the survival 
of the child too: staying in close proximity to someone who cares for you will not only ensure that your 
needs are met but that you can be protected from any potential danger. 

Bowlby identified four phases of child/caregiver attachment development: 
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0-3 months

3 years through to the end 
of childhood

3-6 months

6 months - 3 years

Ainsworth 
added attachment 
‘patterns’ to these 

phases: 

secure
avoidant 
resistant



As a childcare practitioner, you will have first-hand knowledge of the way children are able to form 
these attachments and relationships in their early years; and how this will have a big influence on how 
they form further bonds as they grow up. 
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Your role, as an early years practitioner is to create links and connections between the child’s home 
environment and your setting. With this in mind, you will always be searching for - and creating 
- opportunities to build healthy attachments with the children which in turn, will support family 
attachments. The introduction of the revised EYFS framework meant that more attention was given to 
attachment and the move to the phrase ‘key person’ from ‘key worker’ put a greater emphasis on these 
relationships. 

Creating an environment that builds trust, promotes positive behaviours and builds a connection 
between the child and an adult, are key parts to creating a healthy relationship with children. When 
adults build a relationship with children, this promotes healthy attachments during the early years.

Here are some great ways to promote attachment within your setting:

Promoting attachment in your setting

Be sensitive and empathic

• Children need your consistent responsiveness and warmth, particularly during the early years. By 
responding and being sensitive to their signals (e.g. their cries) you will help the child trust you to 
meet their needs - whether that be sleep, food or a clean nappy!

Encourage positive behaviour 

• Self-regulation is children’s ability to understand and manage their behaviour and reactions 
to feelings and things happening around them. This is a huge part of a child’s development - 
something that develops with time - and there are things you and your team can do to help with 
this. 

• Try discussing emotions with the children using cards and a mirror for looking at reflections of facial 
expressions. You can then use the name of the emotion so that they can get used to labelling that 
particular emotion themselves.  
This is a great activity for circle time.

• Use your ‘quiet corner’ if you have one, for a child who needs to calm down should they be feeling a 
particular strong emotion.  
Calming sensory toys often work well too. 

• It can be difficult for young children to cope when their emotions are running high so try to be 
patient in those more intense situations. 

Use positive attention

• Praise for good behaviour goes a long way - so try using the ‘right’ sort of attention to encourage 
the outcome you want. It may sound obvious but paying more attention to the positive behaviour 
than the negative will set a good precedent. 

• Stay calm when faced with challenging behaviour – if you lose your cool and show an extreme 
emotion then there is a good chance that the child could copy this in the future. 

• Always give praise when a child manages to self-regulate well. This is particularly important during 
unsettling times of change, e.g. returning to your setting after some time away. 



Playtime

The bonds that are formed with children in all these ways can be enhanced further during play time. 

Here are a few games you can play within your setting and in an outdoor space to promote attachment 
– share them with parents too so they can play them at home!

• Hide and seek 
This game is such an old favourite but children just love it and take real pride in finding a hiding 
place where nobody can find them! A great game for plenty of giggles and bonding, it also 
develops children’s sense of object permanence.

• The memory game – with a personal touch 
Ask the children to look at you carefully, leave the room and then return after you’ve changed 
something about yourself – maybe you’ve put a scarf on, or a hat or some sunglasses – you can 
adapt to suit the age range. 

• Dancing 
We know that children just love to dance with a grown up and you can incorporate this activity 
easily into interactive story time. 

• Play catch  
The children can take it in turns to roll a ball back and forth to teach reciprocity. Throwing or batting 
a balloon back and forth may be easier than throwing a ball for little ones.

Helping parents with attachment
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• You can support a family’s 
attachment with their children by 
helping them recognise that they 
are the most important person to 
their child, encouraging them to 
understand the different signals 
children send (and how to respond 
appropriately), and show parents 
how to get involved in their children’s 
play to build that connection with 
their child.

Plan for challenging situations

• Even with all the planning that takes place in an early years setting; and with all the best intentions - 
there will still be times when an unexpected challenging situation arises. 

• Try and plan ahead (as much as you are able to) if you are expecting a situation that is going to be 
particularly challenging for any of the children. This could be a change of routine, or the sensory 
overload that a child might experience after a birthday celebration in your setting. Use visuals to 
talk the children through their day so that they know what to expect. This reduces anxiety, and 
therefore reduces negative behaviour. 



Parenta’s free Parent Portal app gives parents a valuable insight into their child’s day, lets them keep 
track of their nursery finances; and enables them to request important changes to their child’s medical 
circumstances – online and on their mobile phone. It enhances that all important communication and 
engagement with parents which is essential during times when ‘drop off / pick up’ contact is minimal.

Dayshare is a powerful tool to have in your setting as it lets parents keep track of how much their child 
ate, soiled nappies, the length of any naps and what activities they took part in. When a parent comes 
to collect their child, they’ll already have a good idea of how the day has gone.

To find out how these solutions can help you enhance parent engagement, call our friendly team of 
experts who are on hand to help – 0800 002 9242 or email hello@parenta.com

When children don’t have secure attachments they will spend less time exploring and playing in 
their environment, because the adults they rely on are not present. 

Attachment essentially can establish a positive or negative path for childhood development that 
will impact the way children form bonds and interact with others into adulthood. Attachment is 
critical in childhood development, and children do not all receive equal opportunities for successful 
attachments.

• You can recommend things to the parents that you know the child enjoys, e.g. rocking, or a cuddle 
at a particular time. Chances are, parents will already know these things, but it can only help with 
attachment if you point them out – you can record them in their daily diary and communicate them 
via your parent portal.

• Encourage parents to listen, talk, and play with their child as much as possible. If needed, suggest 
they set specific time aside when they are able to give the child their full, focused attention. It may 
seem hard to drop everything and eliminate distractions but quality time together provides a great 
opportunity for the child to feel a parent’s focused attention and care.
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MARKETING SOLUTIONS

WEBSITE DESIGN

• Our childcare websites generate genuine interest and leads from 
parents and carers

• We specialise in designing and building childcare websites so you 
can rest assured that our team know what Ofsted and parents/
carers are looking for

SOCIAL MEDIA

• We assist you with setting up and using your social media 
accounts in no time to help you increase your setting’s visibility

BRANDING & DESIGN 

• Showcase your setting with branded products.  From newsletters to 
logos and prospectuses to business cards, we take care of all your 
branding needs
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Parenta Solutions

SOFTWARE

NURSERY MANAGEMENT - ABACUS

• Save hours by reducing planning time by 50%

• Speedy invoicing to all parents and carers in minutes

• Instant view of all financial reports

• Manage payments and track debt

ONLINE DAILY DIARY - DAYSHARE

• Share every magical moment of each child’s day with their parents 
and carers with our online diary software

EYFS LEARNING JOURNEY TRACKER - FOOTSTEPS 2

• Record meaningful and detailed EYFS observations

• Improve essential safeguarding and save hours of time

• Reduce your workload and spend more time with the children

• Identify at a glance each child’s development pathway

PARENT PORTAL APP

• Bringing parents and carers closer to their child’s day by providing 
a timeline of their progress

• Download Parent Portal App on Android or iOS

TRAINING

Increase employee motivation and keep staff for longer within your 
setting by offering training – the ideal tool for you to develop your 
team.

Parenta courses include:

• Level 2 Childcare

• Level 3 EYE Diploma

• Level 5 Childcare Leadership Qualification

• Business Admin Levels 2 and 3

• Advanced Qualifications in Team Leading and Management

PLUS … Parenta offers a free recruitment service - no fees!

ONLINE CPD COURSES

No deadlines, no time restrictions, no classroom! Support your 
staff or further your professional development with our online CPD 
accredited courses

FEE COLLECTION

• We collect fees, allowing you to focus on childcare, not credit 
control

• Fee collection reduces stress about pay day

• Maintain good relationships with parents

• Eliminate bad debt from your setting

• We operate on a 98% success rate across the board


