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Abstract

In this article, Bowlby’s attachment theory
is related to the organizational context. |
have highlighted how the influence and
the importance of the relationship be-
tween the child and the caregiver (usually
the mother-figure) can be compared to
organizations and, in particular; the rela-
tionship between employees and manag-
ers. The purpose of the article is to pro-
vide you with an idea for reflection about
the world of relationships within organiza-
tions.

Attachment theory and leadership

Attachment theory describes an innate
predisposition in humans to establish
emotional relationships with a reference
figure (the caregiver); ensuring the conti-
nuity of care essential for psychophysical
survival. This relationship performs the
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essential function of protecting the per-
son in dangerous situations. For, an adult
working in an organization similar attach-
ment relationships develop with internal
company figures; offering a marked par-
allel between the child’s relationship with
the care giver and the adult one with their
leader.

The author of attachment theory is John
Bowlby (1969); and he states that pick-
ing up a baby who cries is the most ap-
propriate reply, from the carer/mother,
to the distress signals of a child. This is
a supportive behaviour for the baby and
encourages them to develop. Similarly,
leaders in the workplace who wish to help
employees who are in trouble, for various
reasons, aims not to make the employee
incapable of personal initiative. The lead-
er will provide the employee with a little
help to enable them to resume control
over the situation that is causing them dif-
ficulty. This principle is often the basis of
psychological techniques used within or-
ganizations to assist employees; such as
mentoring and coaching.

Attachment theory and development of
relationships

Bowlby understood that the harmonious
development of personality depends pri-
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marily on the formation of appropriate
attachment to a caregiver figure. The in-
fant and young child should experience
a warm, intimate, and continuous rela-
tionship with their mother (or permanent
mother substitute). Both carer and child
should find satisfaction and enjoyment
in this relationship; but if they do not this
may have significant and irreversible
mental health consequences (Bowlby,
1950; Bowlby, 1988; Van der Horst, Van
der Veer, & Van |Jzendoorn, 2007). This
concept, applied to working life, suggests
the development of a harmonious work
identity relies largely on the presence
of an appropriate emotional relationship
with the leader. Further, Bowlby believes
that ‘proximity pursuit’ is the most explicit
manifestation of attachment. Childhood
behaviours seeking proximity are observ-
able such as: smiling, crying, following,
approaching, and clinging. Each of these
behaviours has the predictable outcome
of increasing proximity with the caregiver.
People have an innate predisposition to
form relationships with the primary paren-
tal figures. The mother/ caregiver / close
family members (and the relationship with
them) gives a child a secure base from
which they can go and explore the world
giving them a safe base to return to. Per-
sonality development is affected by the
experience of a solid, secure base. The
healthy personality grows to rely on cer-
tain people (their base) and, at the same
time, to have confidence in themselves
and to give their support to others. How-
ever, when a child feels there is a threat
their exploration will cease and the child
promptly reaches for the mother/care giv-
er to receive comfort and safety.

Extending Bowlby’s ideas to an organi-

zational context the secure base is the
leader and their relationship with them.
Without the secure base, workers may de-
velop situations of distress or psychologi-
cal drift (also phenomena as occupational
stalking and the horizontal mobbing). Em-
ployees who are more emotionally frag-
ile, or do not have a solid character, are
more prone to attacks by people how are
emotionally stronger than themselves. At-
tacks made on an individual by a group is
sometimes known as horizontal mobbing.
This is not so much to do with incompat-
ibilities within the work environment; but
as a group reaction against stress in the
work environment. Those individuals who
are more fragile and less self-confident
of themselves are ideal victims; and they
may be used as a “scapegoat” on which
to blame of issues of disorganization, in-
efficiency and failure.

Peoples’ working lives are heavily influ-
enced by the presence or absence of a
secure leader. If the worker perceives
their leader as a secure base this will instil
trust and the formation of a secure base
for themselves within the workplace, and
for others. Thus, we can see that percep-
tions of attachment are critical for strong
organizational relationships. However,
the configuration of attachment relation-
ships are fragile and subject to change;
they emerge from a process of small ad-
justments that are constantly being made
to individuals’ internal working models
and strategies in order to maintain a dy-
namic balance between self and context.

Aspects of the relationship with the car-
egiver are internalised and transformed
into cognitive schemes, called the Inter-
nal Working Models (IWM). The IWM pro-

EWOPEPRACTICE e

European Work and Organizational Psychology in Practice



cess is related to the individual’s percep-
tion and interpretation of events, allowing
them to make predictions and create
expectations about the things that are
happening in their life. IWMs allow the
individual to assess and analyse differ-
ent alternatives of reality enabling them
to select the action they perceive to be
the best reaction to future situation. Thus,
the IWM process allows the child, and
then the adult, to predict the behaviour
of others; especially in situations of anxi-
ety or need. These predictions will drive
individual’s behavioural responses in a
given situation. An example of this pro-
cess is offered by the practice of mentor-
ing. Mentoring is a training methodology
which refers to a one-to-one relationship
between a person with more experience
(the manager) and one with less experi-
ence, a pupil (or worker); in order to de-
velop in the latter not only skills, but also
the ability to react and manage emotions
and situations within the working environ-
ment. This relationship Is accomplished
by building a long-term relationship de-
scribed as a Guided Learning Path; where
the manager serves as a model to encour-
age the personal and professional growth
of the pupil. To enable the mentoring
relationship to be effective the relation-
ship between mentor and pupil should
be deep and confidential. The pupil must
see the manager as a secure base where
they can go to in the case of trouble.
When the pupil has grown professionally
and can act without the manager; they
will always consider the mentor as a ref-
erence model. In this way the pupil does
not become a copy of the manager, but a
person with their own personal skills and
original ways of acting and thinking. The
influence of the manager acts only on the

basic knowledge of the organization and
allows the pupil to develop a force that
can successfully deal with organizational
life.

As a child develops their interpersonal
processes, such as the formation of psy-
chic functions, they are dependent on
inter-subjective encounters. So, a key
element in this development is maternal
sensivity; that is the mother’s capacity to
implement the child’s needs and to re-
spond promptly to those needs when re-
quired. This theory is seen not only in re-
lation to the parent-child dyad; but other
powerful attachment relationships which
exist in the context of a web of relation-
ships. It is hard to appreciate the strength
of these relationships unless we fully un-
derstand the context in which these re-
lationships occur. Therefore, in order to
fully understand the individual-organi-
zation relationships we must also obtain
information about interactions between
leaders, between leaders and individuals,
and also between individuals and their
colleagues.

The leader as a manager of attachment
The basic skills that are fundamental for
a leader to positively advance an organi-
zation and to accommodate change are
highly similar to that of the caregiver.
They are:

®m  Sensitivity to be able to identify
weaknesses and critical issues of the
old cultural model (as in maternal sen-
sivity). Organizational culture is the
soul of a company, the glue that gives
meaning to actions. Culture consists
of artefacts, norms, values, and beliefs
that are an integral part of the organi-
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zation. The leader must be sensitive to
know how to build and manage the
culture of an organization, and to un-
derstand the weaknesses and chal-
lenges that face the workers. The
leaders’ role is to enable change in a
way that it has minimal negative im-
pact on the workers (LIzza, 1985).

m  Motivation to make the appropriate
communications, and develop essen-
tial interpersonal and group relation-
ships. (If communication is the essen-
tial prerogative of the relationship,
motivation is the sine qua non condi-
tion of attachment). Thus motivation of
employees is a critical factor for the
success of an organization and their
response to change. Motivation serves
as a stimulus that determines the field-
ing of energies in order to realise a
goal of need satisfaction. Thus, these
are elements that are “internal” to per-
son.

®m  Self-esteem, a sense of responsi-
bility, and “representation” of work
that matches with the “external” ele-
ments; such as organizational culture
(which is managed by the leader) and
the leader’s ability to motivate. It is
crucial that leaders can motivate em-
ployees; by first establishing a rela-
tionship, and understanding their
character and the things that are im-
portant to them. Once a strong rela-
tionship is built the leader will then be
able to use the right motivational le-
vers to motivate employees; such an
economic incentive, a compliment, a
bonus, professional recognition or a
simple way of joking.

®  Emotional strength to transfer secu-
rity over future prospects (the ability to
be secure base). It is important that a
manager can sweep away fears of em-
ployees in order to increase the overall
efficiency of the organization. Manag-
ers must set standards and operational
levels to provide the tools necessary to
create a positive environment that en-
courages cooperation, identification
and resolution of problems.

®m  Ability to change cultural assump-
tions. As individual development is
based on interpersonal processes, so
the leader needs to act in relation to
specific patterns of behaviour that
aimed to change the IWM of individu-
als and thus benefit the organization.

®  Depth of vision. The ability to as-
sess adequately the cultural character-
istics both inside and outside the or-
ganization; in order to build the best
tools with which to manage attachment
relationships. This means understand-
ing the potential of workers, their aspi-
rations and weaknesses, and to use
this knowledge in the best way to build
a strategy of effective action against
competitors.

Conclusion

Leadership is an essential component of
managing people (Human Resources);
and successful leaders do this is partly
by managing attachment relationships. |
have shown that it is hecessary that lead-
ers know how to act as caregivers, see-
ing and monitoring what it is necessary to
act for the sake of individuals’ and groups’
survival.
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