Effects of early experience on adult relationship

Relationships with parents and peers are thought to have an impact on adulthood relationships. Attachment theorist such as Bowlby argue that the relationship with a primary caregiver provides a child with internal working model. This works as an template for future relationships providing beliefs about ourselves, others and relationships in general. Continuity hypothesis claims that children develop specific attachment style, which then continues throughout their lives. Attachment style can be determined using Ainsworth's “Strage Situation” methodology.

As a child grows they start to spend more time with their peers. This is the time they can practice and develop their relationship skills. Attachment theorists suggest that attachment style have an influence on popularity with horizontal relationships. It was supported by researchers who found that secure children were more socially skilled than insecure ones. Also, it was found that attachment type at 18 months was the best predictor of problematic relationships at age of 5.

However, an alternative explanation is offered by SLT (Social Learning Theory). This approach claims that children learn social and relationship skills from their parents via modelling. Russel and Finnie observed pre-school children with their mothers and unfamiliar peers. They found that secure children had mothers who offered them ways of interacting with peers, where as “neglected” children had mothers who showed them how to play with toys, but did not ease them into the group. This suggests that parents are important role models, who influence children's relationship skills ad attachment style.

Moore studied teenagers aged 14-15 and found that insecure teens were more likely to take pare in risky sexual activities than secure teens. However, secure teens were more likely to have sex than insecure ones. He concluded that secure attachment type can help transition into adult sexual relationships. However, attachment type is not fixed as a change was noticed when going from casual to committed relationship.

Hazan and Shaver's research was found to be most supportive for continuity hypothesis. Their sample, newspaper readers who answered the questionnaire, were asked to choose from fixed descriptions, which of them described their relationship with parents best and to choose from adjective check-list words, which described their feelings about romantic relationships best. They correlated results and found that there is a strong positive correlation between attachment type in childhood and adulthood, which provides a support for continuity hypothesis. However, there were few issues, which could destroy the reliability of the data. Due to the nature of the study, participants were asked to recall fuzzy childhood memories, which can be subject to memory bias. Also, there was a possibility of social desirability bias, as they used a self report design. Study was carried out in US and therefore cannot be generalised to population and is culturally biased. Newspaper readers were unlikely to be debriefed as the researchers did not come into contact with them. 

Continuity hypothesis, although receiving considerable support, has many limitations. Attachment type is not fixed – there might be a change occurring under some circumstances. Hamilton believed that attachment type can change from secure to insure after a serious life event such as divorce. Life events are thought to have a greater impact on adulthood attachment type than childhood attachment type. Others have pointed out the possibility of change in the opposite direction – some people who had experienced problematic relationships with their parents “earned security” and achieved happy, stable relationships. Therefore, attachment type is not fixed as continuity hypothesis would suggest and this is because it is being accused of determinism. It does not acknowledge that there might be other factors involved. 

The link between childhood attachment, peer relationships and adult relationships should be seen as probabilistic rather than deterministic.

