Attachment in Adolescence
The period from puberty to the mid-teens has a unique function in the development of
attachment relationships. With the onset of sexual maturity, interest in a peer best friend of the
same gender (typical of the school years, i.e., roughly 6 years to puberty) shifts to sexualized
interest in a peer, thus imbuing the relationship with sexual feelings. This produces several
changes in attachment, while retaining some aspects of school-age best friend attachments. The
new features are physical interest in the girl- or boyfriend, complimentary behavioral and
functional differences between the partners in the relationship (as compared to the parity of
school-age best friends), flirtatious behavior, and romantic feelings of being ‘in love.’ These
features are shared by both hetero- and homosexual adolescent couples.
What remains largely unchanged is the self-serving function of the relationship with each partner
thinking of how he or she benefits and whether he or she is happy in the relationship, as opposed
to considering the needs of the other partner and how he or she might help to meet those needs.
Consistent with this, the focus is very immediate, as opposed to considering how the partner
might work out over many years, as a life partner and parent of one’s children (Black, Jaeger,
McCartney, & Crittenden, 2000). In addition, the romantic feelings often have a sudden onset
and equally sudden cessation; the slow development of a deep relationship usually awaits the
‘transition from adolescence to adulthood’. Crucially, parents are still the primary attachment
figure when the adolescent feels threatened or needs comfort. Together, these characteristics lead
to the relatively brief duration of many adolescent love affairs (Cretzmeyer, 2003).
In spite of the sexual feelings and flirtatious behavior, these early romantic relationships do not
usually include sexual intercourse. When, however, adolescents have intense needs for protection
and comfort that are not met at home through the care of their parents, they may become
precociously sexual, both establishing sexual relationships and also engaging in sexual
intercourse at younger ages than children who are not at physical and psychological risk (Belsky,
Houts, & Fearon, 2010). This, of course, means that the least mature and psychologically
balanced adolescents are the most likely to become parents during adolescence.
The advantages of this interlude between close friendship and adult sexuality are that young
adolescents (a) gain experience in several different relationships, thus having the opportunity to
discover how their personality and behavior change when paired with different people, (b) learn
to use new sexualized (flirtatious) forms of non-verbal communication, and (c) gather experience
in the more complex context of complementary roles. These skills will be needed to select an
adult life partner with whom to raise one’s children.
In terms of information processing, adolescents become able to think ‘in general’ across many
experiences. This enables them to begin to think about themselves across time and in terms of
behavioral characteristics. In terms of information processing, adolescents become able to think
‘in general’ across many experiences. This enables them to begin to think about themselves
across time and in terms of behavioral characteristics. At the same time, however, their thinking
tends to be dichotomized into opposite extremeness: good/bad, us/them. This helps adolescents
clarify their own perspective, but only by distorting reality (Crittenden, 2008).

When adolescents live in relatively safe circumstances with understanding and developmentally
tolerant parents, this can support identity formation. However, when adolescents live in
threatening circumstances, there is a risk that they will simplify the circumstances, take one side
or the other, and through a pattern of supporting one perspective and castigating or attacking the
other, engage in anti-social activity.
Belsky, J., Steinberg, L., Houtsc, Renate M., Halpern-Felsherd, Bonnie L. and the NICHD Early
Child Care Research Network (2010) The Development of Reproductive Strategy in
Females: Early Maternal Harshness → Earlier Menarche → Increased Sexual Risk Taking,
Developmental Psychology, Volume 46, Issue 1, pp.120-128.
Black, K. A., Jaeger, E., McCartney, K., & Crittenden, P. M. (2000). Attachment models, peer
interaction behavior, and feelings about the self: Indications of maladjustment in
dismissing/preoccupied (Ds/E) adolescents. In P. M. Crittenden and A. H. Claussen (Eds).
The organization of attachment relationships: Maturation, culture, and context (pp. 300324). New York: Cambridge University Press.
Cretzmeyer, S. (2003) ‘Attachment theory applied to adolescents’, In P. Erdman and T. Caffery
(eds) Attachment and Family Systems: Conceptual, Empirical, and Therapeutic Relatedness.
Hove, UK: Brunner-Routledge, 65-77.

