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Abstract
Attachment theoryťs core hypotheses (universality, normativity, sensitivity, and
competence) are assumed to be applicable worldwide. However, the majority of
studies on attachment theory have been conducted in Western countries, and
the extent to which these core hypotheses are supported by research conducted
in Latin America has never been systematically addressed. The purpose of this
systematic narrative literature review is to provide an integrative discussion of
the current body of empirical studies concerning attachment theory conducted
in Latin American countries. For that purpose, a search was conducted in four
electronic databases (Web of Science, PsycInfo, SciELO, and Redalyc) and 82
publications on attachment and/or sensitivity met inclusion criteria. None of
the studies reported cases in which an attachment relationship was absent, and
a predominance of secure attachment patterns was found, mainly for non-risk
samples (NRS). Sensitivity levels were generally deemed adequate in NRS, and
related to attachment quality. Attachment security and caregivers’ sensitivity
were positively associated with child outcomes. Attachment-based intervention
studiesmostly showed efficacy. In conclusion, Latin American research supports
the key theoretical assumptions of attachment theory,mainly in samples of urban
middle-class NRS. However, the field of attachment-related research would be
enriched by also investing in LatinAmerican studies on caregiving rooted in local
concepts and theories.
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1 INTRODUCTION

More than 600 million people (nearly 9% of world popula-
tion) live in the 20 countries that make up Latin America.
Yet the Latin American literature on parenting and child
development is often not considered in the international
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scientific discourse about attachment, even though it has
seen substantial growth in the past decades. This way,
in order to better understand attachment theory, which
claims to reflect universal processes, it is necessary to
determinewhether its core hypotheses, in terms of the pre-
dominance of secure attachment (van IJzendoorn, 1990),
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sensitive parenting as a predictor of secure attachment
(Ainsworth et al., 1974; Bakermans-Kranenburg et al.,
2003; De Wolff & van IJzendoorn, 1997), and positive child
outcomes of attachment (Thompson, 2016), are also con-
firmed in these populations. Although these hypotheses
are thought to be universally applicable, most attachment
research comes from Western, Anglo-Saxon countries,
(Mesman, van IJzendoorn, & Sagi-Schwartz, 2016); and
the debate on the universality versus culture-specificity of
caregiver sensitivity is far from over (Keller et al., 2018;
Mesman, 2018; Mesman et al., 2018). In this narrative
literature review, we present and discuss empirical stud-
ies on attachment and/or sensitivity in Latin American
countries to provide a comprehensive overview and inte-
gration of the available evidence for the core hypotheses of
attachment theory in this region.
Humans establish attachment relationships throughout

their lives, and the earliest attachment relationship is the
emotional bond between infants and their main caregivers
that is thought to reflect a universal human mecha-
nism based on ethological and evolutionary considera-
tions (Bowlby, 1969/1982, 1979). Attachment is considered
“secure” if there is a balance between attachment behav-
iors (seeking proximity and comfort when distressed) and
exploration behaviors (engaging with the environment
when it is safe) (Ainsworth, 1989; Bowlby, 1969/1982). A
core parenting variable in attachment theory is sensitive
responsiveness, which refers to the ability of the caregiver
to notice and interpret childrenťs signals accurately and
to respond to those signals promptly and appropriately,
which is defined as fitting the nature of the childťs commu-
nications (Ainsworth et al., 1978). The proposed universal-
ity of the main attachment mechanisms has been captured
in four core hypotheses (van IJzendoorn, 1990): (1) Theuni-
versality hypothesis assumes that given the opportunities,
and in absence of neurodevelopmental issues, all children
will become attached to a caregiver; (2) the normativity
hypothesis states that in a non-life-threatening context,
most children will be securely attached to their caregiver;
(3) the sensitivity hypothesis refers to the assumption that
children will be securely attached depending on the care-
giving features, in which sensitivity is central; and (4) the
competence hypothesis assumes that infants with a secure
attachment will develop higher levels of social-cognitive
competence than children with an insecure attachment
relationship. Further, relevant additions to the original
formulations of the third and fourth hypotheses include
the assumption that sensitivity is universal (although not
uniform) (Mesman et al., 2018), and is related to positive
child outcomes (Feeney & Woodhouse, 2016). Moreover,
attachment theory research has led to the development
of many intervention programs (Berlin et al., 2016), with
many focusing on improving caregivers’ sensitivity as a

KEY FINDINGS

1. A total of 82 publications, between 1988 and
2020, representing 8 Latin American countries
were identified, mostly on urban middle-class
non-risk samples of mother-child dyads.

2. Core theoretical assumptions (universality,
normativity, sensitivity, and competence) were
supported; and attachment-based interventions
proved some level of efficacy.

3. Despite an increase in Latin American attach-
ment studies in the last decades, the con-
tinent is still underrepresented in the inter-
national scientific discourse on attachment
which would benefit from including truly local
insights in caregiving practices.

RELEVANCE TO THE FIELD OF MENTAL
HEALTH

The relevance of attachment theory concepts to
infant and child mental health development is
undeniable, as evidenced by over 750 papers pub-
lished in Infant Mental Health Journal since the
year 2000. However, despite the theory’s univer-
sality claims, systematic investigations of evidence
for its hypotheses outside of theWestern world are
scarce. This paper provides a comprehensive sum-
mary of attachment research in Latin American
countries to contribute to inclusive perspectives on
attachment theory.

means of fostering positive child development in differ-
ent domains of functioning (Bakermans-Kranenburg et al.,
2003).
Even though there is growing evidence that attachment

theory’s core principles are applicable outside of the West-
ernworld, the overwhelmingmajority of studies on attach-
ment and sensitivity have been conducted in western,
educated, industrialized, rich, and democratic (WEIRD;
Henrich et al., 2010) societies (Mesman, van IJzendoorn, &
Sagi-Schwartz, 2016). This is one of the circumstances that
prompted the cultural debate on attachment theory, along
with the fact that parenting is known to be influenced by
urban versus rural residence (Keller et al., 2006). Based
on this and other relevant differences between Western
and non-Western countries, the cultural debate has raised
criticism and questioned the universality of the attach-
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DIVERSITY AND ANTI-RACIST
STATEMENT

This literature review in itself represents an effort
to mark the relevance of studying the empirical
evidence base for a key developmental theory in
a region usually ignored in mainstream research.
Highlighting research from the Global South not
necessarily written in hegemonic English pro-
motes equity and inclusiveness in this particular
scientific field. Further, any theory that supposes
universality can only be taken seriously by pay-
ing attention to populations and studies from all
possible corners of the globe to address potential
normative biases. All of the authors identify as
people of color, and three of them as ethnically
Latin American (from Peru, Brazil, and Chile). All
authors of the paper are involved in research on
marginalized populations, addressing Eurocentric
normativity and exclusion in mainstream theories
and scientific practices.

ment theory assumptions construct (Keller, 2013, 2021;
LeVine, 2004; Weisner, 2015). Authors from the culture-
specificity perspective questioned the effect of culture on
the applicability of the attachment theoryťs core hypothe-
ses and argued that definitions of those hypotheses and
attachment-related constructs are biased, focusing on indi-
vidualistic cultural contexts (Keller, 2013; Rothbaum et al.,
2000; Quinn & Mageo, 2013), not considering cultural-
specific parenting patterns (Dawson, 2018, Kärtner et al.,
2010). For instance, they criticize the assumption that the
infant is the central agent of the interaction, that infants
are assumed to take the lead, and that dyadic interactions
are expected to be turn-taking and well-rounded. Finally,
they also question the focus on dyadic exchanges rather
than (simultaneous) interactions with multiple caregivers
that are common in many cultures (Keller et al., 2018).
Regarding the study of the attachment hypotheses in

non-Western countries, a cross-cultural review including
the case of Asia reported a total of 18 studies from six coun-
tries (Mesman, van IJzendoorn, & Sagi-Schwartz, 2016).
More recently, a review of research in Africa over the
past 50 years identified only nine studies that assessed
infant attachment in only five African countries (Voges
et al., 2019). In both reviews, the fact that children were
observed to be attached to a preferred caregiver, and a
predominance of secure attachment patterns—similar to
the Western findings—support the universality and nor-
mativity hypotheses. Only a handful of studies examined

and (partly) supported the sensitivity and competence
hypotheses outside of the West (Mesman, van IJzendoorn,
& Sagi-Schwartz, 2016).
Although research about attachment theory in Latin

America has steadily evolved from a nascent to a fruitful
field during the last two decades, it has not yet bridged
the large gap separating Latin American research from the
international discourse on attachment (Causadias et al.,
2011). Challenges that may contribute to this gap include
practical barriers to the use of attachment standardized
research methods, the lack of facilities and financial
resources for this type of research, the expenses of train-
ing (often only available in English) for key observational
measures (Mesman, van IJzendoorn, & Sagi-Schwartz,
2016), limited access to international peer-reviewed pub-
lications on the state of the art of attachment research
(Causadias & Posada, 2013), as well as the need to include
large sample sizes that enable the use of parametric statis-
tics. In addition, the work that is done in the region is
often published only in Spanish or Portuguese and does
not find its way to the international research commu-
nity. It is not surprising, then, that attachment-related
studies in Latin America are scarce, and those that exist
are overlooked. In the nonsystematic overview of relevant
studies in non-Western context by Mesman, van IJzen-
doorn, and Sagi-Schwartz (2016), only seven studies from
Latin America were included.
Despite these problems, clear progress has beenmade in

the past decades. A group mainly of Latin American pro-
fessionals and researchers established the Ibero-American
Attachment Network in 2009 (Red Iberoamericana de
Apego, RIA) (Causadias et al., 2011), aimed at enhancing
the interest, knowledge, and international collaboration in
attachment research in the region. The network intends
to provide training opportunities, hold a biennial Latin
American attachment conference, and foster collaboration
between teams from different countries. As a result, more
than a decade after the foundation of RIA, the body of
attachment literature in the area and the collaboration
among local researchers has grown. However, many stud-
ies are still published in Spanish or Portuguese, and/or
published in journals that are not indexed in the most
current databases, so that they are easily segregated from
the international literature. Therefore, the actual extent
to which the attachment hypotheses are supported by
research in Latin America has never been systematically
addressed.
Given the specific cultural characteristics of LatinAmer-

ican countries, we cannot just assume that the principles of
attachment theory apply here exactly as they do inWestern
countries. In the specific case of Latin American countries,
familism—that refers to the support, loyalty and commit-
ment offered to family members—is an important element
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of family cultural conceptions (Coohey, 2001), and Latin
American parents and caregivers tend to present higher
levels of emotional support and protectiveness than those
in other cultures (Domenech et al., 2009; Harwood et al.,
2002). Regarding parenting practices, a more controlling
parental style characterized by respect and obedience is
common (Dixon et al., 2008), but it is combined with tra-
ditional childrearing patterns characterized by physical
affection and close family bonds (López et al., 2000). These
particularmanifestations of parental care do not seem con-
ducive to sensitive responsiveness to childrenťs needs, or to
child secure attachment and positive developmental out-
comes. Overprotection or controlling strategies tend to be
at oddswith fostering secure base behaviors such as experi-
encing the mother as a safe haven (DeKlyen & Greenberg,
2016).
The aim of this systematic narrative literature review is

to provide an integrative discussion of the current body of
empirical studies concerning attachment theory in Latin
American countries. Most of attachment research focuses
on early childhood and the relationship between chil-
dren and their caregivers, and observational measures
commonly use a macro-coding approach that refers to
procedures in which caregiversť behaviors are assessed
based on a holistic observation of an entire interaction
period, yielding a global score, in contrast to micro-coding
approach in which interactions are coded frame by frame
(Mesman, 2010). For this reason, this narrative literature
review will focus on children up to 6 years of age and
their caregivers, and when using observational techniques
will only include macro-coding measures. The review is
organized according to three themes: (1) the publication
characteristics in terms of language, country, authors,
publication year, and main caregiver considered; (2) the
four core attachment hypotheses and the two stated addi-
tions, regarding the principles of (a) the universality of
attachment, (b) the normativity of secure attachment,
(c) caregiver sensitivity predicting secure attachment and
additionally, the universality of caregiver sensitivity, and
(d) secure attachment fostering social-cognitive compe-
tence and other positive child outcomes, and—added for
the purpose of this review—caregiver sensitivity foster-
ing positive child outcomes across domains; and (3) the
content and effectiveness of attachment-based interven-
tion studies in the Latin American context. We conclude
by describing the main lessons from this review in terms
of substantive insights, limitations of the current body of
empirical research, and directions for future studies in
the region. It has to be noted that this narrative literature
review is theory-driven, and focuses on the pre-defined
(Western) concepts and instruments from the field of
attachment theory (etic approach), and does not include
studies from other literatures of more locally developed

caregiving concepts (emic approach) that may also pro-
vide valuable contributions to our understanding of the
bond between caregivers and children. We will consider
the potential added value of the latter in relation to our
findings in the discussion section.

2 METHOD

2.1 Search strategy

The literature search focused on empirical studies about
child attachment and parental sensitivity in Latin Amer-
ica published by August 22nd of 2018, using four electronic
databases: Web of Science (WoS), PsycInfo, SciELO, and
Redalyc. Prior to the database exploration, search terms
that best represented the review aim were discussed and
defined by the first and last authors.
The search keywords defined for WoS and PsycInfo

were: TOPIC: (“maternal sensitiv*” OR “maternal respon-
sive*” OR “paternal sensitiv*” OR “paternal responsive*”
OR “mother* sensitiv*” OR “mother* responsive*” OR
“father* sensitiv*” OR “father* responsive” OR “parent*
sensitive*”OR “parent* responsive*”OR “sensitive parent-
ing” OR attachment* OR “attachment representation*”)
AND TOPIC: (infant* OR child* OR toddler OR baby OR
babies OR preschooler) AND TOPIC: (“latin america*”
OR latinoamerica* OR Argentin* OR Bolivia* OR Brasil*
OR Brazil* OR Chile* OR Colombia* OR “Costa Rica*”
OR “Costa Riq*” OR Cuba* OR Equador* OR Ecuador*
OR “El Salvador*” OR Guatemal* OR Haiti* OR Hon-
dur* OR Mexic* OR Nicaragu* OR Panam* OR Paragua*
OR Peru* OR “República Dominicana” OR Dominican*
OR Uruguay* OR Uruguai* OR Venezuela*OR “across the
globe*” OR cultur*).
The search terms were adapted for the databases con-

taining Spanish publications (SciELO and Redalyc) and
defined as follows: “sensibilidad* materna* OR respon-
sividad* materna* OR sensitividad* materna* OR sensi-
bilidad* paterna* OR responsividad* paterna* OR sensi-
tividad* paterna* OR sensibilidad* parental* OR respon-
sividad* parental* OR sensitividad* parental* OR sensib*
madre* OR sensib* padre* OR crianza sensi*OR apego*
OR representaciones de apego AND Infan* OR niñ* OR
hij* OR bebe* OR preescolar.” For all databases, the search
terms were requested in the “Topic” field, matching on
title, abstract, keywords and/or content of the publica-
tions. The range of time of publication was 1988–2018.
Additionally, due to the production time of this review, a
supplemental search was conducted on October 16th 2020.
Disciplines unrelated to the field of this study (the broad
behavioral and social sciences) were excluded.
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F IGURE 1 PRISMA flow diagram for the
search strategy

2.2 Selection criteria

Studies had to meet all of the following inclusion criteria:
(a) empirical article; (b) language of publication Span-
ish, Portuguese, or English; (c) when using observational
techniques studies that include macro-coding measures of
attachment and/or sensitivity; (d) focus on human infants
and children up to the age of 6 years; and (e) the focus
children were born and living in Latin American countries
(Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica,
Cuba, Ecuador, El Salvador, Guatemala, Haiti, Honduras,
Mexico, Nicaragua, Panama, Paraguay, Peru, Dominican
Republic, Uruguay, and Venezuela).
The selection of studies for this review is summarized

in Figure 1, following the PRISMA guidelines for sys-
tematic reviews and meta-analyses (Moher et al., 2009),
and shows the results of the main search conducted in
2018, and the supplemental search conducted in 2020.
These searches combined yielded 82 publications, between
1988 and 2020, to be included in this narrative review.
Two randomly selected publications in English and two

in Spanish were used to pilot the coding process by the
first and the second authors, and results were discussed
with the last author. The remaining publications were
randomly assigned to trained coders. Studies published
in Spanish or Portuguese were only assigned to native
speakers of the respective languages. For each publica-
tion, coders performed a full-text reading to identify: main
research question, research design, presence of interven-
tion (yes/no), groups/conditions, country, age of children,
special characteristics of the population, main variables,
attachment theory hypotheses tested in the study, mea-
sures and instruments, use of observation (yes/no), main
results, and other coder observations (if applicable).

3 RESULTS

3.1 Publication characteristics

Eighty-two publications related to attachment theory hy-
potheses and/or interventions conducted in Latin America
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were identified. Approximately three-quarters of them
were published in the past 10 years, showing that the num-
ber of studies from this region has increased just recently.
Two of these publications were written in Portuguese, 31 in
Spanish, 42 in English, and the remaining seven in Span-
ish and English, which is a recent practice of some Latin
American journals. More than a third of the publications
(n = 32) have co-authors from institutions from outside
of Latin America, and almost all these publications were
issued in English.
Eight out of twenty Latin American countries were rep-

resented in these publications: Argentina, Brazil, Chile,
Colombia, Cuba, Ecuador, Mexico, and Peru. The vast
majority of publications (n = 68) presented results based
on a sample from one country. Fourteen publications pre-
sented data on more than one country, but just three
of these presented samples from more than one Latin
American country. The remaining eleven were compar-
isonsmainlywith theUnited States or European countries.
Chilean samples were by far the most frequently rep-
resented, being present in more than half of identified
publications (n = 45), followed by publications from
Colombia (n= 12), Peru (n= 9), Mexico (n= 8), and Brazil
(n = 6). Argentina, Ecuador, and Cuba were represented
only once or twice each. Figure 2 shows the frequency of
samples represented by years and countries.
Finally, in most of the publications (n = 62) moth-

ers were included as the main caregiver in relation to
whom child attachment and caregiver sensitivity was
assessed. Additional professional caregivers were consid-
ered in twelve publications, while fathers and grandmoth-
ers were only considered in three and one publication,
respectively. One small-scale study included three same-
sex couples as the main caregivers in relation to whom
variables were assessed. In 11 publications no specific care-
giver was reported since attachment was assessed at a
representational level.

3.2 Attachment theory core hypotheses

In this section, studies reporting results that relate to four
core hypotheses of attachment theory and defined addi-
tions are revised. This includes studies that report statistics
on (a) the presence and quality of child attachment—
covering the universality and normativity hypotheses;
(b) the level of caregiver sensitivity, and/or the associa-
tion between sensitivity and attachment quality—covering
sensitivity hypothesis; and (c) the association between
attachment quality or caregiver sensitivity and child social-
cognitive competence or other child outcomes—covering
the competence hypothesis. Five of the identified publica-
tions (Fresno& Spencer, 2011; Garcia Quiroga&Hamilton-
Giachritsis, 2017; Posada et al., 2013; Santelices et al., 2015;
Woldarsky et al., 2019) did not report individual statistics
results or it was not possible to confirm that samples were
also considered in other publications, therefore, are not
included in the descriptions below.
Groups and subgroups of participants were categorized

as either non-risk samples (NRS) or high-risk samples
(HRS), based on the assumptions in the publication in
question. Samples were labeled as HRS when the publica-
tion mentioned that specific characteristics of this sample
were likely to negatively affect child attachment and/or
caregiverťs sensitivity. These characteristics could include
child, caregiver, and/or family risk factors. In four studies
data from rural groups were considered, and even though
in some cases it was mentioned it was a possible risk, we
chose to not stigmatize these groups by labeling them as
HRS. Finally, we decided not to report specific socioeco-
nomic status (SES) level of groups and subgroups, because
this information was often lacking, and when present
reported in many different ways that cannot be compared
between studies.

3.2.1 Universality and normativity
hypotheses

Forty-eight publications that measured child attachment
were found, of which 45 reported statistical results on
the presence and/or quality of attachment, reflecting 39
unique samples (see Table 1 for details). Secure attachment
was assessed with six different instruments, of which the
Attachment Behavior Q-Sort (AQS; Waters, 1995) and the
Massie-Campbellťs Attachment During Stress Scale (ADS;
Massie & Campbell, 1992) are the only ones with psy-
chometric studies in Latin American samples (Nóblega,
Conde et al., 2019; Salinas-Quiroz et al., 2014). Most
of the publications using other instruments presented
below did report relevant information about the measures
they used for their specific samples; and described their
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training processes, along with information about the
achieved intercoder reliability at training or when cod-
ing, that were adequate in all publications. However, in
eight cases no appropriate information about reliability
was reported.
In relation to the universality hypothesis, it should

be noted that none of the studies that assessed child
attachment reported cases in which it was not possible to
evaluate an attachment relationship. Additionally, Table 1
shows that the AQS, considered as a gold standard of
attachment assessment, was themost usedmeasure in this
review with 14 publications, reporting on 19 unique sam-
ples. Average secure base behavior scores in all samples
were positive, ranging from .19 (SD= .30) to .58 (SD= .19).
Comparing sample averages with the mean security score
of .35 (95% CI [.34,.37]) reported in the most recent meta-
analysis (average of 186 samples; Cadman et al., 2017),
reveals a mix of Latin American samples scoring similarly
(k = 3), scoring higher (k = 7), and scoring lower (k = 9).
Samples with similar or higher scores as/than the mean
security score from the meta-analysis were classified as
predominately secure.
According to attachment theory, normativity hypothe-

sis can only be expected to be met among populations
without conditions that would hamper the formation of a
secure attachment relationship, therefore, results based on
HRS should be cautiously used when testing this hypoth-
esis. The AQS average scores, as describing the level of
similarity with a securely attached child, provide some
indirect information that also gives some support for this
hypothesis. Additionally, the remaining five instruments
reported on the quality of attachment. Table 1 shows that
the Strange Situation Procedure (SSP; Ainsworth et al.,
1978)—considered to be the gold standard of assessing
attachment quality—was only used in nine publications
with 12 unique samples, consisting mostly of NRS of
typically developing children (TDC) from Chile. In one
sample, almost 50%, and in eight samples, more than 50%
of childrenwere classified as securely attached, which is in
line with the normative (modal) tendency reported cross-
culturally (Solomon & George, 2016). Lower percentages
of security were reported in publications on high-risk and
rural samples. This pattern reflects mixed support for the
normativity hypothesis, with the majority of (but not all)
studies in NRS showing predominant secure attachment.
The lower rate of security in at-risk samples is consistent
with attachment theory which assumes lower security in
challenging circumstances.
TheAttachment StoryCompletionTask (ASCT; Brether-

ton et al., 1990) assesses children attachment representa-
tions through narratives to identify secure base scripts.
Eight publications, reporting on 14 unique samples,mainly
from Chile, included children from 3 to 6 years old.

For eight samples, a predominance of secure attachment
was reported, with more than 50% of children classified
as secure or children obtaining scores reflecting secure
attachment according to their specific coding system. The
remaining four out of six samples with predominant inse-
cure attachment were reported for high-risk groups. The
ADS is a widely used instrument in Chilean public health
care, and we found seven publications using the ADS
reporting on 10 unique samples, five of which showed a
predominance of secure attachment, with more than 50%
of children classified as secure orwith scores that indicated
the predominance of secure behaviors. Three out of the
remaining five samples with predominant insecurity were
HRS and one was a rural/Mapuche sample. The Parent–
Child Reunion Inventory (PCRI self-report; Marcus, 1988)
and the Family Drawing Test (FDT; based on child draw-
ings) were each used in one publication with two samples.
Attachment security was the predominant pattern for the
samples on the PCRI publication, but not for the samples
on the FDT publication.

3.2.2 Sensitivity hypotheses and quality of
caregiving

Fifty-three publications that measured caregiver sensi-
tive behavior were found, of which 48 reported statistical
results on the quality of sensitivity and/or the association
between caregiver sensitivity and child attachment quality,
reflecting 44 unique samples (see Table 2 for details).
Sensitivity was assessed with seven different instru-

ments, of which the Adult Sensitivity Scale (E.S.A; San-
telices et al., 2012) is the only one that has been developed
in Latin America, and has been shown to have adequate
validity and reliability for its use in different contexts in
Chile (Santelices et al., 2012). Additionally, thematernal Q-
sorts are the only ones with psychometric studies in Latin
American samples (Bárrig-Jó et al., 2020; Díaz & Nóblega
2020; Salinas-Quiroz et al., 2014). Almost all of the publi-
cations using other instruments presented here did report
information about themeasures they used for their specific
samples, and described their training processes, alongwith
information about the achieved intercoder reliability at
training or when coding, which was adequate in all cases.
In two cases no information about reliability for theMater-
nal Behavior Q-Set (MBQS; Pederson & Moran, 1995) and
the Emotional Availability Scales: Infancy to Early Child-
hood Version (EA Scales; 3rd ed.; Biringen et al., 1998) was
reported.
Table 2 shows that Ainsworth’sMaternal Sensitivity ver-

sus Insensitivity to Infant Signals and Communications
observational scale (Ainsworth et al., 1974)—considered
as the gold standard of sensitive caregiver behavior
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assessment—was only used in four publications with eight
unique samples. Five of eight samples had average sen-
sitivity scores considered as sensitive, that is, scores 5 or
higher. Lower average sensitivity levels were reported for
a high-risk sample and mothers with insecure attachment
representations. The Experimental Index of Child-Adult
Relationships (CARE-Index, Crittenden, 2006) was the
most used measure in this review with 14 publications,
reporting on 21 unique samples. Considering average
scores rounded up to one digit, 18 samples were in the
“adequate” category (scores from 7 to 10 out of 14) and
the remaining three in the “risk/inept” category (scores
from 0 to 6). Lower average scores of sensitive behaviors
were reported in publications on HRS. The other most
used instrument was theMBQS andMaternal Behavior for
Preschoolers Q-Set (MBPQS; Posada et al., 2007) also with
14 publications, reporting on 19 unique samples, mainly
with NRS of TDC. Average caregiversť sensitive behav-
ior scores were positive in all subsamples, ranging from
.20 (SD = .44) to .74 (SD = .25). More than two-thirds
of these samples (k = 14) reached average scores close to
.50 or higher. Only one out of the remaining five sam-
ples with lower average scores can be considered an at-risk
sample.
The E.S.A was the only measure developed in Latin

America, with eight publications, reporting on eight
unique samples, all of them NRS of TDC from Chile. In all
eight samples average caregiverťs sensitive behavior scores
were in the “adequate” category, with the majority of care-
givers classified as “adequate” too. The EA Scales and the
Massie-Campbellťs Attachment During Stress Scale (ADS;
Massie & Campbell, 1992) were used four times and once,
respectively, and sensitive behavior was the predominant
pattern among five out of the six samples they reported.
The sensitivity hypothesis, that is, the relation between

caregiverťs sensitive behavior and child secure attachment,
was tested in fourteen publications, and was confirmed
in 11 of those publications (see penultimate column of
Table 2), most of which were NRS.

3.2.3 Competence hypotheses and
sensitivity correlates

The final column of Table 1 shows that the competence
hypothesis and its extension to other child outcomes were
tested in only a few Latin American publications, but
when studied, most of the evidence supports it. Nine out
of ten relevant publications indicated that secure attach-
ment was related to social-cognitive competence andmore
positive functioning in children across different domains.
Attachment security was associated with a higher socio-
cognitive development and higher social competence; and

more competent behavior in terms of social orientation,
object orientation, and reactivity. Additionally, attachment
securitywas found to be relatedwith ahigher cognitive and
language development level; a stronger theory of mind;
and a better nutritional status. Only one study found no
relation between attachment security and child develop-
ment such as gross and fine motor, hearing and language,
and personal and social competence.
Although caregiverťs sensitive responsiveness is not

generally represented in descriptions of the competence
hypothesis, it is interesting to see if sensitivity—as a key
attachment process variable—also relates to positive out-
comes in the Latin American context as it does in Western
samples. The final column of Table 2 shows that 15 pub-
lications reported testing associations between sensitivity
and child developmental outcomes, 12 of which turned out
to be significant. Sensitive behavior was associated with a
better nutritional status, a higher level of cooperativeness
(and lower level of passivity), a better development of gross
and fine motor skills, hearing and language, and personal
and social skills, a better socio-emotional developmental
level, a higher dyadic level of commitment, and lower emo-
tional and behavioral problems. Three publications found
no significant relations between sensitivity and child socio-
cognitive or socio-emotional development, nor with child
language ability.

3.3 Effectiveness of attachment-based
interventions

Nine publications aimed to evaluate the effectiveness of
attachment-based interventions (see Table 3 for details).
Almost all of them were conducted in Chile, and only the
one conducted inColombia used an internationally known
program, the Video-feedback Intervention to promote Pos-
itive Parenting and Sensitive Discipline (VIPP-SD; Juffer
et al., 2008). Local programs used in Chile differed in each
study, and only two of them had specific names: Play with
Our Children (POC; Brahm et al., 2016) and Promoting
secure attachment (Santelices et al., 2010). Studies were
experimental or quasi-experimental, and seven out of the
nine studies worked with a control group to compare the
results of the intervention programs.
Table 3 shows that three interventions were tested with

TDC and their caregivers. In two of these cases, dyads
were parents and children from low to middle-low SES
homes and some evidence on the effectiveness of their
interventions was found, based on a significant increase
in sensitivity or secure attachment in the intervention
group either from pre- to posttest or compared to the
control group, or both. In the case of the low-risk or non-
risk dyads, results did not demonstrate any significant
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TABLE 3 Overview of publications reporting on attachment-based interventions

Lecannelier et al. (2009)
Country Chile
Sample N = 55 typically developing children (age 2–4 months)
Intervention program Two intervention groups: (1) Attachment workshop group: six one-and-a-half-hour group session

intervention with the objective of providing tools and knowledge to promote secure attachment through
the enhancement of maternal sensitivity and mentalization skills; (2)Massage workshop group: one
one-and-a-half-hour and seven twenty-minutes group session training on infant massage combined with
maternal sensitivity

Study design Randomized control trial with Pre- to Posttest
Measures Massie-Campbellťs Attachment During Stress Scale for infant attachment, Edinburgh Postnatal Depression

Scale for maternal depressive symptomatology
Main results Considering both attachment workshop and massage workshop as one group, secure attachment rate

significantly increased from pre- to posttest. The rate of depressive symptomatology only significantly
decreased from pre- to posttest in the attachment workshop group

Santelices et al. (2010)
Country Chile
Sample N = 72 typically developing children (mean age 12 months)
Intervention program Promoting secure attachment intervention with ten (pre- and post-natal) group sessions aimed at promoting

maternal sensitivity, to modify motherťs mental representations, and to promote the development of a
secure bond between the dyad. Techniques included group discussions, educational videos, and
didactical exercises were used to approach topics like attachment, pregnancy, maternal representations,
and discussing fantasies related to the baby

Study design Randomized control trial with Posttest only
Measures Strange Situation Procedure for infant attachment
Main results The proportion of secure attached children increased from pre- to posttest in the intervention groups, but

not significantly more than in the control group (n.s.)
Figueroa et al. (2012)
Country Chile
Sample N = 9 children (average age 7 months) with early indicators of insecure attachment to mothers
Intervention program Four weekly two-hours group sessions with the educational objectives of clarifying the "attachment"

concept, some parenting guidelines, and tools to address stressful situations. Skills associated with
parental sensitivity, child rearing, and child development were discussed

Study design Pre-to Posttest, No control group
Measures Massie-Campbellťs Attachment During Stress Scale for infant attachment, Qualitative interviews for adult’s

evaluation
Main results Quantitatively, the number of securely attached children increased from four pre-intervention to seven

post-intervention (n.s.). Qualitatively, participants were satisfied with the intervention, highlighted that
it helped them to connect better with their other children, and that during the workshops they were able
to share their experiences, emotions, and fears with other caregivers

Lecannelier et al. (2014)
Country Chile
Sample N = 41 institutionalized children (age 2–12 months) and their caregivers
Intervention program One-day face-to-face training followed but permanent supervision with the Attachment sensitivity manual

aimed at developing and promote of skills, knowledge, and attitudes adequate to understand, manage,
and assess the infant’s competencies and development. The manual is divided in two: (1) Basic aspects:
the minimum competencies for interacting with the infants and include the promotion of physical
contact, visual contact, and vocalization; and (2) Specific aspects: a more complex type of activity related
to the promotion of interactive play, the detection and regulation of temperament, and the detection and
regulation of attachment styles

Study design Pre-to Posttest, No control group
Measures Massie-Campbellťs Attachment During Stress Scale for infant attachment
Main results No effects of the intervention on attachment security was found

(Continues)
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TABLE 3 (Continued)

Lecannelier et al. (2014)
Olhaberry, Escobar, Mena et al. (2015)
Country Chile
Sample N = 134 typically developing children (age 2–3 months) and their mothers with history of depression
Intervention program Five 1.5-hr group sessions aimed at reducing maternal depression and promote a positive mother-infant

bond from pregnancy to the child’s first year of life. Theoretically based on attachment theory and
cognitive behavioral principals, topics related to how participants feel, how to identify and solve
problems, how the pregnancy is being lived, the mother they had and the mother they want to be, and
getting ready for the arrival of the baby we treated in each session

Study design Pre-to Posttest, with control group
Measures Experimental Index of Child-Adult Relationships for maternal sensitivity, Beck Depression Inventory for

maternal depressive symptomatology
Main results Intervention group showed significantly higher scores in maternal sensitivity compared to control group at

posttest, and a significant reduction of depressive symptoms from pre- to posttest compared to control
group

Olhaberry, León et al. (2015)
Country Chile
Sample N = 61 typically developing children (age 8.4–18.8 months) and their mothers receiving treatment for

depressive symptomatology
Intervention program Four sixty-minutes video-feedback-sessions that included speaking for the child, questions (related to

observed, its relation with other interactions, about the child, and themselves), information about the
child‘s development period, identification of sensitive interaction chains, giving support to the mother,
exploration of internal states that underlie behaviors, reflection, and creating new meanings

Study design Pre-to Posttest, with control group
Measures Experimental Index of Child-Adult Relationships for maternal sensitivity, Beck Depression Inventory for

maternal depressive symptomatology
Main results Intervention group showed significantly higher level of maternal sensitivity compared to control group

from pre- to posttest. A descriptive reduction in maternal depressive symptoms was observed for both
groups, difference was not statistically significant

Brahm et al. (2016)
Country Chile
Sample N = 102 typically developing children (age 2–23 months)
Intervention program Play with Our Children (POC; UC–Christus Health Network dependent on the Family Medicine

Department of the Pontificia Universidad Católica de Chile) with weekly group-sessions, home visits,
and interviews aimed at strengthening dyadic interaction, promote comprehensive development of
children from 0 to 48 months old, enhance parenting skills, and strengthen networks among caregivers.
Intervention is mainly based on attachment theory, a psychoanalytic approach, and community
orientation.

Study design Posttest only, with control group
Measures Maternal Behavior Q-set for maternal sensitivity, Patient Health Questionnaire for maternal depressive

symptoms, Parenting stress index
Main results At posttest, sensitivity was significantly higher in intervention mothers than control-group mothers of

children older than 12 months, but not in the group of children younger than 12 months. Parental stress
was significantly lower in mothers of children younger than 12 months. A decrease in maternal
depressive symptoms was observed for both age groups, but was not statistically significant

Santelices et al. (2017)
Country Chile
Sample N = 53 typically developing children (age 0–24 months) and their nursery schools‘ caregivers (teachers and

assistants)
Intervention program Eight monthly four-hour group workshop and field supervision program to promote sensitivity, based on

the needs of the individuals involved. Workshops aimed at developing a more sensitive response and an
improved reflective or mentalizing capacity in the relationships with children, and field supervision
aimed at addressing the school caregiver’s anxiety and supporting their work with their managers

(Continues)
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TABLE 3 (Continued)

Santelices et al. (2017)
Study design Pre-to Posttest, with control group
Measures Experimental Index of Child-Adult Relationships for caregiver sensitivity
Main results Intervention group showed significantly higher sensitivity levels than the control group from pre- to posttest
Barone et al. (2021)
Country Colombia
Sample N = 25 typically developing children (age 16–36 months) and their mothers, from a low socioeconomic

status rural area
Intervention program Video-feedback Intervention to promote Positive Parenting and Sensitive Discipline (VIPP-SD; Juffer et al.,

2008) standardized protocol of six home visits, with defined themes, tips, and exercises for each visit,
according to the specific maternal profile defined at baseline evaluation

Study design Randomized control trial with Pre- to Posttest
Measures Maternal Behavior Q-Set for maternal sensitivity and Knowledge, Attitude, and Practices survey for food

habits
Main results VIPP-SD enhanced sensitivity at post-intervention and changes remained stable at 6-month follow up.

Intervention group showed significantly higher positive food habits than the control group, food habits
improved from pre- to post-intervention and from pre-intervention to follow-up, and VIPP-SD enhanced
food habits at post-intervention and changes remained stable at 6-month follow up

effectiveness. In contrast, a study with TDC and their
nursery schoolťs caregivers, teachers and assistants,
showed significant effectiveness of the intervention to
improve caregivers‘ sensitivity in the intervention group
compared to the control group from pre- to posttest. From
the remaining five publications, which included dyads
considered to be at risk or disadvantaged, only three
showed evidence for the effectiveness of the interventions.
This was the case for two Chilean samples of TDC chil-
dren with their mothers with history of depression and
receiving treatment for depressive symptomatology; and
one Colombian sample of TDC from a low socioeconomic
status rural area. In all three cases, effectiveness meant
a significant increase in sensitivity in the intervention
group compared to the control group from pre- to posttest.
From these publications, it can be concluded that there is
some evidence for the effectiveness of attachment-based
interventions in Latin American samples.

4 DISCUSSION

The present systematic narrative literature review gives
information about the main characteristics of Latin Amer-
ican publications on attachment theory; additionally, it
provides some support for each of the core hypotheses
of attachment theory, however, some specificities need to
be highlighted; and some evidence on the effectiveness
of attachment-based interventions in the Latin American
contexts is also provided. Nevertheless, some important
gaps and limitations in the available literature need to be
addressed.

Looking at the characteristics of all the studies reviewed
in terms of country, authors, publication language, sample
characteristic, and caregivers considered, some interest-
ing patterns emerge. For one, only a few Latin American
countries produce the majority of publications (12 out
of 20 countries not represented at all), with Chile being
the country with the highest production on publications
related to attachment theory by far, particularly regard-
ing attachment-based intervention publications that were
almost exclusively from Chile. This is likely to be related
to a recent public health policy shift in Chile focusing on
promoting childrenťs social and emotional development
(Cárcamo et al., 2014), which might draw more atten-
tion from scholars and grant higher societal relevance to
attachment-driven research. With considerably less pro-
duction, but still second on the list is Colombia, that
togetherwithChile is among the top five countrieswith the
highest scientific production in Latin America in general
(Ibánez, 2018). Interestingly, most of the researchers con-
ducting attachment studies in LatinAmerica received their
graduate training in the United States and Europe (Causa-
dias & Posada, 2013). In addition, a significant percentage
of the English publications in the current review have co-
authors from institutions from United States and Europe.
This is likely to indicate that Latin American researchers
are collaborating to make use of the extensive expertise in
this field in other regions of the world. However, a poten-
tial downside is that this could also reflect dependence
on Western researchers. More generally, the mechanisms
that favor Western theories and English publications as
focal points in scholarship from the Global South could
play a role here, given that it facilitates international vis-
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ibility and recognition, but can also marginalize local
perspectives (Collyer, 2016).
In terms of study characteristics,most samples consisted

of NRS of TDC, and most included only the mother as
the main caregiver. Non-maternal caregivers were only
represented in a few publications. The near absence of
fathers is in line with the international literature, in which
fathers are usually left out (Cabrera et al., 2018; Palm, 2014).
Remarkably, one small-scale study included same-sex par-
ents, which is clearly an innovative inclusion in the field.
Further, it has to be noted that few psychometric studies
of the key attachment-related instruments have been con-
ducted with Latin American groups, and study samples
are usually small (in comparison toWestern samples). The
often-limited resources available for academic research in
most Latin American countries are likely to be responsible
for these issues.
Furthermore, the results of the present study reveal

some support for the universality and normativity
hypotheses. Regarding universality hypothesis, from
the AQS publications and the fact that scores tend to be
positive it is possible to presume the existence of an attach-
ment bond; while from the other instruments measuring
the quality of attachment, the possibility of classifying
children as secure or insecure allowed us to presumed
the existence of an attachment bond. It is also important
to note that in all these cases Western-based instruments
to measure attachment were used. The Latin-American
studies described here support Bowlbyťs (1969/1982)
idea of attachment as a universal (and evolutionary)
phenomenon.
Regarding the normativity hypothesis, results showed

that the majority of NRS, mainly consisting of TDC, were
securely attached or had secure attachment representa-
tions. However, this predominance was not the pattern in
most of the HRS (12 out of 13), characterized by at-risk
family circumstances, such as chronically underweight
children, or children with history of maltreatment, includ-
ing abuse, children institutionalized or in alternative care,
and dyads in prison. As previouslymentioned, normativity
hypothesis as such, can only be expected to be met among
populations without conditions that entail risk for typi-
cal development, and the aforementioned results support
this idea. Moreover, when reviewing AQS results, most
of NRS had average scores similar to or higher than the
mean security score reported in the most recent meta-
analysis (Cadman et al., 2017), and when this was not the
case low scores were assumed to be due to the fact that
they were based on mothersť reports, that the interaction
was assessed with secondary caregivers, that the samples
consisted of very young children, or that the dyads were
characterized by low-SES backgrounds. However, in those
cases in which reasons were not totally clear, a qualita-

tive approach that allows for a better understanding of the
potential cultural-specific patterns needs to be conducted.
The findings from samples at risk underline the impor-

tance of socioeconomic characteristics in shaping parent-
ing and child development (Conger & Donnellan, 2007;
Emmen et al., 2013; Mesman et al., 2012). This is a partic-
ularly relevant issue considering that 72 million children
(around 37%) live in moderate or extreme poverty in Latin
American and the Caribbean, and that poverty is higher
among children who live in remote rural areas and peri-
urban setting or among indigenous or afro-descendant
population (Unicef, 2021). The question is then, what is
normative in this broader socio-economic context? More
variety in study populations would help us answer that
question. Most of the participants in studies reviewed
are not poor. Even though a few publications included
extremely poor dyads or population from rural areas, the
majority of studies are conducted with middle class urban
samples, mainly due to the accessibility and practical rea-
sons. Unfortunately, as it was not possible to report specific
SES levels of all samples, due to their lack or the diver-
sity of ways in which it was reported, we acknowledge the
disadvantage this represents to provide a broader under-
standing of the impact of socioeconomic background in
child development.
The universality of sensitivity and the association

between sensitivity and child secure attachment, that is
to say sensitivity hypothesis, were also well-supported.
Firstly, according to the criteria set by the instruments
in question, most of the NRS showed adequate levels of
sensitive responsiveness, whereas lower average sensitiv-
ity scores were observed mainly in at-risk caregivers. In
addition, support for the presence and relevance of the idea
of sensitive behavior within Latin American population
has been provided by a study that reported convergence
between maternal beliefs of the ideal sensitive mother and
attachment theory’s description of the sensitive mother in
seven cultural groups of four Latin American countries
(Mesman, van IJzendoorn, Behrens et al., 2016). Secondly,
the significant association between sensitivity and attach-
ment security was supported in almost all samples in
which it was tested (11 out of 14).
Finally, some supportwas also found for the competence

hypothesis, along with some support for the significant
relation of secure attachment and caregiver sensitivity
with other positive child outcomes, although these were
addressed in only a few studies. Interestingly, there were
more studies testing the relation between caregivers’ sen-
sitivity and positive child outcomes than studies testing
the relation between child attachment quality and social-
cognitive competence and other child outcomes. Most
of the studies testing these relations proved that both
child attachment security and caregivers’ sensitivity were
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relevant antecedents for a more positive developmental
functioning of children. The low number of this type of
studies is not specific to Latin America (Mesman, van
IJzendoorn, & Sagi-Schwartz, 2016), and this scarcity is
striking considering that the claim that early child attach-
ment security is vital for promoting positive development
across the life span is central to attachment theory (Bowlby,
1969/1982). At best, this signals an urgent need for further
research to empirically clarify the nature and strength of
the contribution of caregiver-child attachment and care-
giverťs sensitive behavior to children’s development. At
worst, it raises suspicions about non-significant results in
file drawers, casting doubt on the actual predictive value of
attachment security for child developmental outcomes.
Attachment-based intervention studies were by far the

least represented in this review and only one of the
included programs (VIPP-SD; Juffer et al., 2008) was on
the list of those identified as having the strongest evi-
dence for effectiveness in Western samples (Berlin et al.,
2016). The lack of this type of studies could be related to
the relative complexity of conducting such research, given
that they require more involvement, and longer commit-
ment from participants, as repeated visits are required.
Challenges such as cultural differences, limited funding
for enough participants, insufficient familiarity of partic-
ipants with this type of program, and lack of workplace
support hinder the implementation of interventions in
low-SES countries (Hailemariam et al., 2019). All of the
attachment-based intervention studies were published in
the last decade, and eight out of nine were conducted in
Chile, showing that this type of studies is a novelty in Latin
America attachment research, in contrast to the interna-
tional literature in which this type of studies has been
produced over three decades (Woodhouse, 2018). Regard-
ing the performance of attachment-based interventions,
most of the publications reported some level of effective
functioning, generally showing an increase in caregiversť
sensitive behavior and to a lesser extent in child secure
attachment. Interestingly, all nine studies used a differ-
ent intervention program, and none of them were used
more than once, suggesting that the theoretical focus
rather than the precise content could contribute to their
success.

5 CONCLUSIONS

This narrative literature review represents a first step in the
process of systematically collecting and describing studies
rooted in attachment theory in Latin America. However,
some additional steps need to be taken. Future reviews
could include studies on older children, adolescents, or
adults, as well as other assessment approaches, in order to

gradually achieve a better and broader insight into attach-
ment research in Latin American countries. But more
importantly, acknowledging that there is still a debate
on the universality versus culture-specificity of attach-
ment theory and its applicability in non-Western countries,
reviews of Latin American studies related to parenting and
caregiver-child interactions rooted in local concepts and
theoretical points of view need to be conducted. The schol-
arly literature on parenting would benefit from combining
insights frometic and emic approaches (Corona&Maldon-
ado, 2018; Helfrich, 1999) that allow for the recognition and
understanding of cultural patterns and practices related
to the concepts of sensitivity and attachment in the Latin
American region and beyond.
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