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The challenges
facing attachment
theory and
research

Achenbach Total Problem Scores in 50
different societies

“The premises of attachment
theory

are based on the childcare model of
the Western middle class, i.e.,
families with high levels of formal
education, late first parenthood, few
children in the family, and nuclear,
two-generation households.”

“However, the Western middle class represents only
about 5% of the world’s population”
Professor Heidi Keller, 2018

Criticisms of attachment theory
From psychoanalysis: “mechanistic”
“reductionistic”
“no real metapsychology”
“broad classifications that lose the
subtlety and detail of the original material”

From anthropology:

“culturally blind”
“socially oblivious”
“misses different family configurations, e.g.,
alloparenting”
“empirically based on WEIRD people”

WEIRD: Western, Educated,
Industrialised, Rich & Democratic
Fonagy & Target, 2007; Röttger-Rössler, 2014; Otto, 2011)

The perception and cognition in the
WIERDEST People (Henrich, 2020)
Analytical over holistic thinking
◼ Attention to foreground and central actors
◼ Endowment effect (overvaluing ones
own)
◼ Field independence (isolating objects
from background)
◼ Overconfidence in own valued abilities
◼

The “I am [identity]” task
◼

Can you please (thinking to yourself)
complete this sentence:

I am …………………….
◼

You
The majority
are less would
likely to
have
have
completed
defined yourself
as:
as:
➢I am [attribute] (e.g. young, blond, considerate)
➢I am [relation]
father, daughter
of, )
[personal(e.g.
achievement]
(e.g. manager,
driver)
➢Igraduate,
am [role] skilled
(e.g. responsible
for.., )
➢I am [membership]
[aspiration] (e.g.
aspiring
piano
player)
(e.g.
Arsenal
supporter)

Identity across diverse populations
Ma & Schoeneman (1997) Basic & App Soc Psych, 19, 261
Altrochi & Altrochi (1995) J Cross-Cult Psych, 26, 426

The “Who am I ____________?” task

In rural Kenya 80% of participants
reference themselves as being in
relation to someone and in only
10% or less highlight their
attributes or personal
achievement.
Cook Islands rural village 60%
state their identity in social
relational terms. But 2nd
generation living in New Zealand
only 20%. European descent New
Zealanders only slightly lower at
17%.
European culture prioritizes
personal attributes,
achievements, aspirations,
personality NOT roles,
responsibilities and relationships
➔ individualism

WEIRD data
Who is our
knowledge
of early
development
based on?

The WEIRD world: 12% of global population

The rest of the world: 88% of global population

WEIRD data
*Henrich et al
2010, BBS

What about the rest of us?
100
90
80
70
60
50
40
30
20
10
0
Other countries

WEIRD countries

96% of the subjects in psychological samples come from
WEIRD countries with only 12% of the world’s population

WEIRD data

Research
participants in studies
published in high-impact
developmental journals
represent less than 8% of
the world’s children.

(Nielsen, Haun, Kartner, & Legare, 2017)

WEIRD data
*Henrich et al
2010, BBS

A randomly selected
American undergraduate
is more than 4,000
times more likely to be
a research participant
than is a randomly
selected person from
outside of the West

The cultural specificity of sensitive
responsiveness

•
•
•
•
•

Face-to-face interaction
Infant’s point of view is paramount
Verbal and vocal exchange (‘Serve & Return’)
Learns primarily about self as an independent agent
Only learns secondarily about others

Caregiving beyond the WEIRD world

•
•
•
•
•

Proximal caregiving
Infant facing outward, seeing the world as others see it
Supported to take the perspective of others
Caregiver instructs, guides and directs the infant ‘apprentice’
Only learns secondarily about self

Secure attachment to an individual
parent makes limited sense in
certain evolutionary contexts…

TIGER!!!

Alertness and suspicion is more
likely to ensure survival

• Dyadic, turn-taking, ‘smoothly completed’ interactions
• Supports the cultural ideal of the infant as an agent
sensitized to use personal qualities and attributes as
the primary referent of actions
• When infant recognises the mother’s representation of
him as the ‘central agent’
• This creates the ‘click’: epistemic match
• But perhaps this experience is e.g. of broader category

• Children and caregivers engage in multiple,
simultaneous, ongoing activities
• Supports the cultural ideal of the infant as an agent
sensitized to attend to others’ wishes and interests, and
use these as the primary referent of actions
• Infant recognises the specific other as an instance of
the generic other characteristic of the community
• Parents socialise children to derive meaning and identity
from their community rather than themselves.

What aspects of our environment of biological
adaptation (hunter-gatherer) child-care is around
today?
• Most Western societies, only one in four grandparents is
now involved in regular child care
• Non-parental care is commonly provided by strangers for
subscribed periods of time (child care, support services,
nurseries, and schools)
– Cortisol increases over the course of the day when a child is in
formal child care (Ahnert, Gunnar, Lamb, & Barthel, 2004)
– Quality of the care being an important factor (Lisonbee et al., 2008).

• De-emphasis of physical contact and touch
– Most powerful and profound affect regulators creating a sense of
safeness and comfort
– In schools separated children sit for long periods living in a sea of
strangers where teachers are not allowed to physically touch or
comfort a child in distress (Rolfe, 2005)

But good caregiving is context dependent

• We cannot assume good
caregiving is always
and/or exclusively defined
by sensitivity
• Cannot be defined
adequately without
reference to sociocultural
context
• Depends on nature of this
context

Recognising the role of the social context: A
Copernican revolution?
You are here

You are here

• Family is not a
closed system
• Embeded in
community

Imigration and great cultural differences in parenting
◼

Approximately 3.5% of the world’s population lives in a
different country from their country of birth (World Economic
Forum, 2020)

◼
◼

International migrants comprise 14% of the population in
high-income countries (United Nations, 2019)
Corporal punishment is illegal in 63 countries (Global
Initiative to End All Corporal Punishment of Children, 2021).
➢ Sweden was the first country to outlaw all forms of corporal
punishment in 1979.

◼

Same-sex marriage is legal in only 24 countries (Council on
Foreign Relations, 2021)
➢ Homosexual activity is illegal in 71 countries, carrying penalties as
severe as life imprisonment or execution in some countries.
➢ Laws and policies are instantiation of a group’s beliefs

How Attachment Crosses Cultures:
Attachment Process is ≠ Sensitivity
RUPTURE & FEAR

Rupture is
repaired
BONDING & MENTALIZING
Sensitive responding to

Exposure
to regulation
Threat
distress
➔ Down

Activation of attachment sys.
EPISTEMIC
TRUST

Seeking reconnection
through proximity

The normal forming of an attachment bond involves
the micro trauma of rupture

Warmth and control across cultures
Parenting is multidimensional

Universal need to feel loved/accepted

High Warmth

authoritative
parenting

permissive
parenting

• 12 meta-analyses conducted in 31 countries
on five continents
• Feeling accepted by parents related to better
psychological adjustment
• Feeling rejected by parents was related to
maladjustment (Khaleque & Ali, 2017).

Behaviors that make children feel loved
Typology
Low Control

neglecting
parenting

High Control

authoritarian
parenting

Low Warmth

Non-normative

Normative

• Western parents demonstrate warmth
• hugging, kissing, and saying ‘I love you’
• follow their infant’s lead by responding to
cues about what the infant needs,
• Asian parents demonstrate warmth
• taking care of their children’s educational
needs and providing instrumental support.
• directing the infant’s activities to help them
understand the wants and needs of other
people (Keller, 2018)

High and low control
• setting rules and limits to manage children’s
behavior (not psychological control using guilt
or love withdrawal to invalidate)

How Disruption of Attachment
Links to Trauma Across Cultures
RUPTURE/FEAR
EPISTEMIC
MISTRUST

Adverse Emotional
Exposure
to Maltreatment
Experience

EPISTEMIC
HYPER
VIGILANCE

Activation of attachment➔
Proximity seeking to neglecting/
abusive attachment figure

Troubling Interactions

The nature of trauma is unrepaired rupture:
‘hyper-activation’ of the attachment system

Summary of universal aspects of early parenting

• Many similarities in parenting exist across cultures, largely
because they are universally adaptive
– physical caregiving, cognitive stimulation, warmth, control and
monitoring (in adolescence)

• Discipline (explaining why something was wrong,
distracting the child by giving him/her something else to do,
removing a privilege, corporal punishment)
• All can take different (or similar) forms and can serve
different (or similar) functions across cultural contexts
• Understanding outcomes of parenting requires consideration
of moderators
– normativeness of particular parenting behaviors gives confidence
children less likely to interpret parents’ action as rejection
– children’s and parents’ beliefs about the legitimacy of parental
authority (universal: moral, conventional, personal)

• Implication: Cultural awareness and sensitivity

If there is cultural
influence there
should be
cultural
differences

Mentalizing across cultures
While research on the relation between mentalizing and culture is still scarce, existent evidence highlights the
relevance of cultural factors in its development and ultimately, their relevance to psychopathology and health

Mentalizing is a developmental
achievement highly dependant
on early environment

Are there any cultural differences in
mentalization?

• Therefore, cultural differences are
expectable

What factors mediate these differences?

Failures in the development of
mentalizing are associated to
psychopathology

Is the relationship between mentalizing and
psychopathology culturally dependent?

• Conversely, increased mentalizing ability
is a resilience factor

Mentalizing is not a single
capacity, but it comprises
several psychological abilities
• Mentalizing is conceived as a
multidimensional concept

Is mentalizing always a relevant factor?

•
•
•
•

Self vs. other
Cognitive vs. affective
Implicit vs. explicit
Internal vs. external

Mentalizing across cultures
Mentalization as a multidimensional concept
Self-other

Cognitive

• The two objects of mentalizing.
• One's ability to perceive the mental states of
others
• The metacognitive thinking processes that
enable one to think about one's own mental
states.
Mentalizing
Other

Self

Cognitive vs. Affective
• The way in which mental states are perceived
• Cognitive mentalization: to know about and
understands mental states
• Affective mentalization: ability to identify and
empathize with these states.

Affective

Implicit vs. explicit
Implicit

Explicit

• Modes of functioning in mentalization.
• Automatic, fast and uncontrolled (implicit)
• Deliberate, effortful and conscious (explicit)

Mentalizing across cultures
Mentalization as multidimensional: overlapping concepts

Theory of Mind (ToM)
• The ability to make inferences about other
people's emotions (affective ToM), and about
their thoughts and intentions (cognitive ToM).

ToM

• Overlaps with the "other" polarity of the self-other
dimension
• Some measures require differentiating between self
and other.
• Therefore, ToM also overlaps with the "self"
polarity of mentalization, though to a lesser degree
• Cognitive and affective ToM refer to understanding
mental states. They differ in the object being
perceived, i.e., thoughts or feelings
• This is in contrast to cognitive-affective
mentalization, which differs in the way in which
mental states are perceived, i.e., through
understanding or identification.

Non-verbal
FB tasks

RME
Verbal FB

Some ToM tasks are specifically designed to capture
implicit false-belief reasoning, some seem to capture
mainly explicit aspects, and others tap into both

Mentalizing across cultures
Mentalization as multidimensional: overlapping concepts

Empathy and
perspective-taking

Perspective
Taking

ToM
• Empathy is one's emotional reactivity toward the
social or physical pain of others.
• Overlaps with the "other" polarity of the self-other
dimension.
• Overlaps with the affective polarity of the cognitiveaffective dimension of mentalization

Empathy

• Perspective-taking ability, namely the ability to "step
into the shoes of another" and see things from the
other's point of view, by understanding the other's
thoughts and emotions.

Non-verbal
FB tasks

RME
Verbal FB
PT Tasks

IRI
EQ

• Overlaps
with the
polarity
of the
self-other
Self-report
measures
tap"other"
into explicit
aspects,
most
dimension.
performance-based
tasks capture both aspects, and
neuroimaging
seems
to be closer
implicit aspect
• Overlaps studies
with the
cognitive
poletoofthe
mentalizing
of mentalization.

Mentalizing across cultures
Mentalization as multidimensional: overlapping concepts

Perspective
Taking

Alexithymia

ToM

Alexithymia

• Deficits in the ability to identify one's
emotions
• Difficulty in describing emotions

Empathy

• Externally oriented cognitive style
• Overlaps with the self polarity of mentalizing
• Overlaps with bot the cognitive and affective
polarities of mentalizing
Non-verbal
FB tasks

RME
Verbal FB
PT Tasks

IRI
EQ
TAS

As it is a self-report measure, the TAS captures
explicit aspects of alexithymia, and therefore
overlaps with explicit mentalization

Mentalizing across cultures
Mentalization as multidimensional: overlapping concepts

Concept

Conceptualised ability/deficit

Theory of Mind

Capacity to create theories concerning
others' minds, namely, to perceive the
thoughts or intentions (cognitive ToM) and
feelings (affective ToM) that underlie
people's behaviour.

Empathy and
Perspective-Taking

One's emotional reactivity toward others'
social or physical pain (affective empathy);
understanding others' thoughts and
feelings (cognitive-empathy) by seeing
things from their point of view (perspectivetaking).

Alexithymia

Common measures

•

False-Belief (FB) tasks

•

Reading the Mind in
the Eyes (RME) test.

•

Interpersonal
Reactivity Index (IRI)

•

Empathy Quotient (EQ

•

Perspective-Taking
(PT) tasks.

Deficit in the ability to identify one's
own emotions, difficulties in describing • Toronto Alexithymia
Scale (TAS-20)
affects, and externally oriented
thinking style.

Mentalizing across cultures
Systematic review of cross-cultural studies: Examples
False belief
(children)

RME

Show earlier development of ToM and better
accuracy in Western participants

(adults)

Theory of Mind
(ToM)
Caucasian adults recruit the
mPFC more than Japanese.
Conversely, activation of the
mPFC is associated to
alexithymia in Japanese
subjects

More complex measures, like the Wellman and Liu's scale show a different developmental trajectory
non-Western children from
collectivistic cultures develop first the
capacity to recognise the lack of
knowledge in the other

Western children from individualistic
cultures develop first the capacity to
recognise the difference between
their own and others’ beliefs

This point on the direction of Western cultures cultures being more focused on the self polarity of mentalizing

However, when development of ToM is measured nonverbally, cultural differences tend to dissipate

Therefore, differences in ToM between Western and non-Western
cultures are found when explicit mentalizing is measured. Implicit
mentalizing seems to be less prone to cultural differences.

Mentalizing across cultures
Systematic review of cross-cultural studies: Examples
Non-Western cultures show more
empathic concern than Western cultures
Accompanied by greater
activation of the left
temporoparietal junction in
Koreans vs. Americans

Being more focused on the self polarity
in non-Western vs. Western subjects
also shows greater activation of

Empathy and
Perspective-Taking

While explicit perpective-taking is increased in Western subjects

Non-Western participants show increased personal distress
when witnessing the other’s suffering

Non-Western participants also show increased accuracy in
interpreting the other’s feelings

Anterior cingulate cortex

Insula

Several replications of these results have led to the conclusion
that whereas Westerners tend to show an egocentric bias with
regard to their ability for perspective-taking, non-Westerners
show an other-oriented bias

Mentalizing across cultures
Systematic review of cross-cultural studies: Examples

Alexithymia

Cultural investigations using the TAS-20 have consistently found higher alexithymia scores
in healthy individuals from non-Western cultures than in those from Western cultures.

China

Japan

India

Peru

A study between two non-Western cultures in Chile

Rural-Indigenous

Urban-Hispanic

Found increased alexithymia in the aboriginal group

These findings also support the focus of non-Western subjects in the mental
states of others over their own mental states. The other polarity is highlighted

Mentalizing across cultures
Cross-cultural studies: Are there cultural differences?

Results paint a complex picture
• Evidence indicates substantial cultural variations in all four overlapping
concepts.
• They emphasize the need to address mentalization from a cultural perspective.
• At the same time, variations are somewhat conflicting.

The most robust cultural findings are
• People in Western cultures tend to focus more on mental states within the
self than on the mental states of others.
• There is evidence of cultural variations in the way in which people from
different cultures tend to perceive mental states

The cultural effect on mentalization) may depend upon the
implicit-explicit dimension of mentalization.
• Cultural variations are more significant in the explicit capacity
• The effortful, slow, and verbal aspects of people's mind-reading.
• Culture's influence is less prominent on the implicit pole
• People's automatic, fast, and non-verbal ability to perceive mental states

Mentalizing across cultures
Cross-cultural studies: Which factors mediate these differences?
Language
• Differences in lexical explicitness
• Whether a language contains specific verbs for falsely believing something
• Grammaticalized epistemic concepts
• Whether a language has grammatical means of marking one's certainty about
beliefs

Value preferences
• These studies enable a more in-depth understanding that
goes beyond dichotomous comparisons between "Western"
and "Eastern" cultural groups.

Parenting practices and characteristics
•These studies are of particular relevance to the model of mentalization.
•Parental emotion socialization mediates cultural differences in alexithymia.
•Parents' mental state language and parental mind-mindedness mediated
differences in ToM between cultures.
•The role of parenting in the development of mentalization may be universal.

Mentalizing across cultures
Cross-cultural studies: Is mentalizing universally related to psychopathology?

Evidence in this topic is lacking
• Most of the existing studies focus on alexithymia
• Many include only a within-culture examination
• Rely merely on self-report measures.

The majority of the existing studies support the
link between mentalizing and mental health
• Alexithymia
• Associated with eating disorders, psychosomatic
disorders, depression, PTSD, and non-suicidal selfharm in various non-Western samples
• Anomalies in ToM and empathy
• Are associated to non-Western individuals with ASD

