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Strange Situation

The Strange Situation Procedure (SSP)

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Developmental Psychology; Clinical Psychology

1. Core Definition

The Strange Situation Procedure, often abbreviated as the SSP, is a standardized laboratory
assessment designed to evaluate the quality and nature of attachment between an infant or toddler
(typically aged 12 to 18 months) and their primary caregiver, usually the mother. Developed by
American-Canadian psychologist Mary Ainsworth in the 1960s, the SSP is a fundamental
methodological tool derived directly from the theoretical framework of attachment theory pioneered
by John Bowlby. The procedure intentionally subjects the child to a sequence of mild but
increasing stressors, including brief separations from the caregiver and interactions with an
unfamiliar adult (a stranger), allowing researchers to observe the child's behavioral responses
under conditions of stress and, crucially, during subsequent reunions. The resulting observations
regarding the child's ability to use the caregiver as a secure base for exploration and as a safe
haven when distressed form the basis for classifying the child's attachment pattern.

The central goal of the SSP is not merely to gauge separation anxiety but to understand the
organizational quality of the attachment system itself--how the child manages their emotions and
seeks comfort from the caregiver when the attachment system is activated. The test relies on the
fundamental premise that the attachment relationship acts as a template for emotional regulation.
The child's actions, such as seeking proximity, showing distress, and the reaction upon the
caregiver's return, provide a reliable measure of the consistency and sensitivity of the caregiving
history, which shapes the child's internal working models of relationships. The procedure's ability
to consistently predict later social and emotional outcomes established it as the gold standard in
early attachment research for several decades.

2. Etymology and Historical Development

The development of the Strange Situation Procedure was a direct outgrowth of Mary Ainsworth's
rigorous empirical research, building upon the theoretical foundations laid by her mentor, John
Bowlby. Bowlby's work established that infants possess an innate, biologically driven need to form
emotional bonds for survival, known as attachment. Ainsworth's early field studies, particularly her
extensive observations of mother-infant interactions in Uganda (documented in her Ganda Project)
and later in Baltimore, revealed distinct patterns in how infants responded to separation and
reunion, which suggested variations in the quality of caregiving.

Ainsworth recognized the need for a standardized, replicable laboratory measure that could
systematically elicit and categorize these differences in attachment behavior. Prior to the SSP,
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data collection relied heavily on unstructured home observations, which were time-consuming and
lacked the controlled environment necessary for reliable comparison. By designing the SSP,
Ainsworth created a micro-social environment that compresses the critical elements of the
attachment process--exploration, mild threat, separation, and reunion--into a brief, standardized
sequence. The procedure was formalized and published in the early 1970s, establishing the
definitive methodology for testing attachment theory and moving the field of developmental
psychology toward empirical, quantifiable measures of emotional bonds.

3. The Procedure Stages

The Strange Situation Procedure consists of eight distinct, sequential episodes, each lasting
approximately three minutes, though some duration may be adjusted based on the infant's level of
distress. The entire procedure is designed to escalate and then de-escalate the infant's stress
levels systematically.

Episode 1: Introduction (Mother, Child, Observer): The mother and child are introduced to the
observation room, which contains standardized toys. The child is allowed to explore the room, with
the mother present but generally passive. This episode establishes the mother as a secure base.

Episode 2: Exploration (Mother and Child): The mother is instructed to participate minimally
while the child explores. The child's ability to use the mother as a secure base for exploration is
observed.

Episode 3: Stranger Enters (Mother, Child, Stranger): An unfamiliar adult (the stranger) enters
the room, sits quietly for one minute, engages the mother in conversation for one minute, and then
attempts to interact with the child. This introduces a mild stressor.

Episode 4: First Separation (Child and Stranger): The mother leaves the room, leaving the child
alone with the stranger. The stranger adapts their behavior to the child's response, attempting to
comfort if the child is distressed. This is the first, short separation.

Episode 5: First Reunion (Mother and Child): The mother returns, greeting and comforting the
child, while the stranger leaves unobtrusively. The child's reaction to the mother's return is the first
critical point of observation.

Episode 6: Second Separation (Child Alone): The mother leaves the room again. This is a
crucial, high-stress episode where the child is left completely alone. If the child is extremely
distressed, this episode may be curtailed.

Episode 7: Stranger Returns (Child and Stranger): The stranger re-enters and attempts to
comfort or engage the child. This tests the child's ability to accept comfort from a secondary figure.
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Episode 8: Second Reunion (Mother and Child): The mother returns for the final time, and the
stranger leaves. This second reunion is the most heavily weighted observation period for
attachment classification, as the child has experienced maximum stress.

Throughout these episodes, trained observers meticulously record the infant's behavior, focusing
particularly on four key behavioral dimensions: proximity and contact seeking, contact
maintaining, resistance, and avoidance. The pattern of these behaviors, rather than the intensity
of crying, determines the final classification.

4. Attachment Classifications

Based on the child's observed behaviors during the stress periods, especially the reunion episodes
(5 and 8), Ainsworth initially delineated three primary patterns of attachment. A fourth category was
later added by Main and Solomon to account for children whose behavior was inconsistent.

Secure Attachment (Type B): Approximately 60-70% of middle-class American infants fall into
this category. The child freely explores the environment when the mother is present, demonstrating
the use of the mother as a secure base. They may show moderate distress upon separation, but
upon the mother's return, they actively seek contact, greet her warmly, and are easily comforted.
They quickly settle down and return to exploration. They show clear preference for the mother over
the stranger.

Insecure-Avoidant Attachment (Type A): Found in about 15-20% of infants. Children classified
as Avoidant show little overt distress upon the mother's departure. Crucially, upon her return, they
actively avoid or ignore the mother, often turning away, failing to greet her, or focusing on toys. If
picked up, they show little physical comfort seeking. This behavior is interpreted not as a lack of
distress, but as a defensive strategy stemming from expectations of rejection when seeking
comfort.

Insecure-Ambivalent/Resistant Attachment (Type C): Accounting for 10-15% of infants, these
children are highly distressed throughout the procedure, even prior to separation. They exhibit high
levels of anxiety and fail to use the mother as a secure base for exploration. Upon reunion, they
display a mixture of seeking proximity and simultaneously resisting contact--they may cry to be
picked up but then push the mother away or show angry behavior. They are not easily soothed,
indicating uncertainty regarding the caregiver's availability.

Disorganized/Disoriented Attachment (Type D): Added later by Main and Solomon, this
category applies to children (around 5-10%) who lack a coherent strategy for dealing with stress.
Their reunion behaviors are contradictory and bizarre: they may freeze, display stereotypical
movements, approach the caregiver while looking away, or show sudden bursts of fear or
confusion. Type D attachment is often associated with parental history of trauma or unresolved
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loss, or severe neglect and abuse.

5. Significance and Impact

The Strange Situation Procedure fundamentally transformed developmental psychology by
providing an empirical framework for studying the emotional bonds theorized by Bowlby. Its
significance lies in its capacity to measure differences in early caregiving quality that have
profound predictive power. Longitudinal studies have consistently shown that attachment
classification in the SSP predicts later social, emotional, and cognitive development. Securely
attached infants tend to develop into more sociable, competent, and resilient preschoolers and
have stronger peer relationships, suggesting that the quality of early attachment fosters crucial
socio-emotional skills.

Furthermore, the SSP provided a crucial bridge between theory and clinical practice. It helped
researchers understand that variations in parental responsiveness--such as consistently available
care leading to secure attachment, or consistently rejecting care leading to avoidant attachment--
directly shape the child's expectations of future relationships. The methodology has been
instrumental in refining clinical interventions aimed at enhancing parental sensitivity, thereby
improving child outcomes. Its findings underpin many modern approaches to child therapy and
family counseling.

6. Debates and Criticisms

Despite its status as the foundational method for attachment research, the SSP has faced several
significant debates and criticisms, primarily concerning its ecological validity and cross-cultural
applicability.

One major criticism revolves around ecological validity. As a laboratory procedure, critics argue
that the controlled, highly structured environment may not accurately reflect the child's typical
response to separation and reunion in a natural setting. The artificial nature of the test, including
the introduction of a complete stranger and the scripted departures, might elicit behaviors that are
situational rather than truly reflective of the general relationship quality. However, defenders of the
SSP counter that the purpose is not to replicate daily life, but to systematically activate the
attachment system under controlled, measurable conditions.

A second, more potent criticism focuses on cultural bias. Research has shown that the
distribution of attachment classifications varies significantly across cultures, raising questions
about whether the SSP universally measures the same psychological construct. For instance,
studies in Germany often show higher rates of Type A (Avoidant) attachment, while studies in
Japan often show higher rates of Type C (Resistant) attachment. Researchers suggest this reflects
differing cultural norms regarding independence (valued highly in Germany, potentially leading to
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less distress in the lab) or interdependence (valued in Japan, where maternal separation is rare,
leading to extreme stress in the SSP). This suggests that the SSP may need cultural adaptation or
that the interpretation of secure behavior must be modulated by prevailing societal norms about
child-rearing and proximity seeking.

Finally, the development of the Disorganized (Type D) classification highlights a limitation of the
original three-category system, which failed to account for a significant minority of children whose
behavior indicated severe relational stress or trauma. The need to introduce a fourth category
demonstrates that while powerful, the SSP taxonomy is descriptive of behavioral patterns rather
than wholly exhaustive of all possible attachment strategies.

Further Reading
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