
Chapter 7: Getting on the Same

Wavelength: Attachment and

Attunement

Chapter 7 explores the critical role of attachment in shaping a child's emotional and
psychological development. The research conducted at the Massachusetts Mental
Health Center focused on children who had experienced severe neglect and abuse.
These children, although exhibiting various disruptive behaviors, such as aggression,
emotional numbness, and withdrawal, were also deeply in need of affection. The
behavioral patterns observed in the clinic revealed how trauma had altered their
ability to form healthy emotional bonds. Through a specialized set of test cards
designed for children, researchers noted how children who had been exposed to
traumatic events viewed seemingly ordinary situations as potential threats. Their
responses to basic, benign images were colored by a deep sense of danger and
aggression, which revealed the intense impact of trauma on their worldviews.

The findings of this study highlighted that children exposed to trauma developed a
unique and distressing interpretation of the world around them. For example, in
response to a card depicting a family scene, children who had been abused imagined
violent and gruesome scenarios, while children without such experiences envisioned
peaceful, optimistic endings. This stark contrast illustrated how trauma can alter a
child’s perception of normality, turning even the most innocuous situations into
triggers for fear and aggression. These responses were not mere overreactions; they
reflected the children’s internalized feelings of insecurity and fear, which stemmed
from their painful pasts. The inability of these children to imagine peaceful or positive
outcomes from everyday scenes demonstrated how profoundly trauma had shaped



their emotional and psychological frameworks. Moreover, it underscored the
importance of a stable, safe environment in helping children rebuild a sense of trust
and security.

Attachment theory, developed by John Bowlby and later expanded by Donald
Winnicott, is key to understanding the emotional development of children. According
to Bowlby, children are inherently predisposed to form strong emotional bonds with
their primary caregivers, which act as a foundation for future relationships. Secure
attachment allows children to feel safe enough to explore their surroundings, learn
self-regulation, and develop empathy for others. In contrast, insecure attachment,
often a result of neglect or abuse, leaves children emotionally fragmented and unable
to trust others. These children may become anxious, avoidant, or develop disorganized
attachment patterns, each of which significantly impacts their ability to engage with
the world in a healthy, emotionally stable way. The nature of these early attachments
has profound effects on the brain, as they shape how children perceive themselves
and others, influencing their capacity for emotional regulation and interpersonal
relationships throughout their lives.

Therapeutic intervention for children with disorganized attachment is focused on
helping them rebuild a sense of emotional safety and stability. These children, having
learned to expect fear or rejection from their caregivers, often struggle to regulate
their emotions and respond appropriately in social situations. They may experience
intense feelings of terror, leading to dissociation, self-harm, or avoidance. Rebuilding
trust with a caregiver or therapist is a gradual process that involves fostering
emotional attunement. In therapy, this means re-establishing a sense of connection
through both verbal and nonverbal communication, enabling these children to
experience and process emotions in a safe environment. For example, when a
therapist helps a child feel seen, heard, and understood, it can begin to reverse the
damage caused by early neglect and trauma. These therapeutic interventions aim not
just to help children understand their past but also to enable them to heal through the
restoration of a secure emotional base.



Attachment styles, once formed in early childhood, tend to persist into adolescence
and adulthood, affecting the way individuals approach relationships and cope with
stress. Children who experience secure attachment grow up with a deep sense of
emotional resilience and a greater capacity to handle life's challenges. They are able
to trust others, regulate their emotions effectively, and engage in healthy relationships
throughout their lives. On the other hand, children with insecure attachment often
carry the emotional scars of their early experiences into adulthood. Anxiously attached
individuals may constantly seek reassurance from others, while avoidantly attached
individuals may struggle with emotional intimacy, preferring to isolate themselves. For
these individuals, therapy focuses on helping them understand the root causes of their
attachment patterns and developing new, healthier ways of interacting with others.

Understanding the impact of early attachment is not just a theoretical exercise; it has
practical implications for therapy and parenting. Secure attachment provides a strong
foundation for emotional well-being, while insecure attachment can lead to a variety of
emotional and psychological challenges. However, the research also shows that
attachment patterns can be modified through therapeutic intervention, as long as
individuals are willing to work through their fears and traumas. For children who have
experienced abuse, neglect, or other forms of trauma, restoring attachment involves
helping them feel safe, valued, and understood. Whether through individual therapy or
family therapy, creating an emotionally attuned environment where these children can
process their experiences and rebuild trust is essential for their recovery.

This process of healing is particularly vital for individuals with disorganized
attachment, who often face the most intense emotional challenges. These children,
who have experienced inconsistent or frightening caregiving, may develop a profound
sense of confusion about their place in the world. As adults, they may struggle with
emotional regulation, impulse control, and the ability to form healthy relationships.
Therapeutic interventions for disorganized attachment focus on creating a safe space
where individuals can express their emotions, confront their fears, and develop new
ways of relating to others. By addressing both the emotional and physiological aspects
of trauma, these interventions aim to help individuals reconnect with themselves and



others in a meaningful and healthy way. Through this process, individuals can begin to
rewrite their internal maps, building more secure and fulfilling relationships as they
move forward.


