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ADULT ATTACHMENT INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

Mary B. Main 

Introduction 
I’m going to be interviewing you about your childhood experiences, and how those experiences may have af-
fected your adult personality. So, I'd like to ask you about your early relationship with your family, and what 
you think about the way it might have affected you. We'll focus mainly on your childhood, but later we'll get on 
to your adolescence and then to what's going on right now. This interview often takes about an hour, but it 
could be anywhere between 45 minutes and an hour and a half. 
 
1. Could you start by helping me get oriented to your early family situation, and where you lived and so on? 

If you could tell me where you were born, whether you moved around much, what your family did at 
various times for a living? 

 
This question is used for orientation to the family constellation, and for warm-up purposes. The research par-
ticipant must not be allowed to begin discussing the quality of relationships here, so the "atmosphere" set by the 
interviewer is that a brief list of "who, when" is being sought, and no more than two or three minutes at most 
should be used for this question. The atmosphere is one of briefly collecting demographics. 
 
In the case of participants raised by several persons, and not necessarily raised by the biological or adoptive 
parents (frequent in high-risk samples), the opening question above may be "Who would you say raised you?': 
The interviewer will use this to help determine who should be considered the primary attachment figure (s) on 
whom the interview will focus. 
 

Did you see much of your grandparents when you were little? If participant indicates that grandparents 
died during his or her own lifetime, ask the participant's age at the time of each loss. If there were 
grandparents whom she or he never met, ask whether this (these) grandparents) had died before she 
was born. If yes, continue as follows: Your mother's father died before you were born? How old was 
she at the time, do you know? In a casual and spontaneous way, inviting only a very brief reply, the 
interviewer then asks, Did she tell you much about this grandfather? 

 
Did you have brothers and sisters living in the house, or anybody besides your parents? Are they liv-
ing nearby now or do they live 
elsewhere?                                                                                       - 
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2. I'd like you to try to describe your relationship with your parents as a young child if you could start from 
as far back as you can remember? 

 
Encourage participants to try to begin by remembering very early. Many say they cannot remember early child-
hood, but you should shape the questions such that they focus at first around age five or earlier, and gently re-
mind the research participant from time to time that if possible, you would like her to think back to this age pe-
riod.  

 
Admittedly, this is leaping right into it, and the participant may stumble. If necessary, indicate in some way that 
experiencing some difficulty in initially attempting to  respond to this question is natural, but indicate by some 
silence that you would nonetheless like the participant to attempt a general description. 
 
3. Now I'd like to ask you to choose five adjectives or words that reflect your relationship with your mother 

starting from as far back as you can remember in early childhood--as early as you can go, but say, age 5 
to 12 is fine. I know this may take a bit of time, so go ahead and think for a minute...then I'd like to ask 
you why you chose them. I'll write each one down as you give them to me. 

 
Not all participants will be able to think of five adjectives right away. Be sure to make the word relationship 
clear enough to be heard in this sentence. Some participants do use "relationship" adjectives to describe the par-
ent, but some just describe the parent herself --e.g., "pretty"... "efficient manager"--as though they had only 
been asked to "pick adjectives to describe your mother". These individual differences are of interest only if the 
participant has heard the phrase, "that reflect your childhood relationship" with your mother. The word should 
be spoken clearly, but with only slight stress or emphasis. 
 
Some participants will not know what you mean by the term adjectives, which is why we phrase the question as 
"adjectives or words". If the participant has further questions, you can explain, "just words or phrases that 
would describe or tell me about your relationship with your (mother) during childhood". 
 
The probes provided below are intended to follow the entire set of adjectives, and the interviewer must not be-
gin to probe until the full set of adjectives has been given. Be patient in waiting for the participant to arrive at 
five adjectives, and be encouraging. This task has proven very helpful both in starting an interview, and in later 
interview analysis. It helps some participants to continue to focus upon the relationship when otherwise they 
would not be able to come up with spontaneous comments. 
 
If for some reason a subject does not understand what a memory is, you might suggest they think of it like an 
image they have in their mind similar to a videotape of something which happened when they were young. 
Make certain that the subject really does not understand the question first, however. The great majority who 
may seem not to understand it are simply unable to provide a memory or incident. 
 
The participant's ability (or inability) to provide both an overview of the relationship and specific memories 
supporting that overview forms one of the most critical bases of interview analysis. For this reason it is impor-
tant for the interviewer to press enough in the effort to obtain the five "overview" adjectives that if a full set is 
not provided, she or he is reasonably certain that they truly cannot be given. 
 
The interviewer's manner should indicate that waiting as long as a minute is not unusual, and that trying to 
come up with these words can be difficult. Often, participants indicate by their non-verbal behavior that they 
are actively thinking through or refining their choices. In this case an interested silence is warranted. Don't, 
however, repeatedly leave the participant in embarrassing silences for very long periods. Some research partici-
pants may tell you that this is a hard job, and you can readily acknowledge this. If the participant has extreme 
difficulty coming up with more than one or two words or adjectives, after a period of two to three minutes of 
supported ttempts ("Mm... I know it can be hard ...this is a pretty tough question... Just take a little ore time"), 
then say something like "Well, that's fine. Thank you, we'll just go with he ones you've already given me." The 
interviewer's tone here should make it clear that the participant's response is perfectly acceptable and not un-
common. 
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Okay, now let me go through some more questions about your description of your childhood relation-
ship with your mother. You say your relationships with her was (you used the phrase) Are there any 
memories or incidents that come to mind with respect to (word) 

 
The same questions will be asked separately for each adjective in series. Having gone through the probes 
which follow upon this question (below), the interviewer moves on to seek illustration for each of the succeed-
ing adjectives in turn: 

You described your childhood relationship with your mother as (or, `your second acyective was", or 
"the second word you used was"). Can you think of a memory or an incident that would illustrate why 
you chose to describe the relationship? 

 
The interviewer continues, as naturally as possible, through each phrase or adjective chosen by the participant, 
until all five adjectives or phrases are covered. A specific supportive memory or expansion and illustration is 
requested for each of the adjectives, separately. In terms of time to answer, this is usually the longest question. 
Obviously, some adjectives chosen may be almost identical, e.g., "loving ... caring". Nonetheless, if they have 
been given to you as separate descriptors, you must treat each separately, and ask for memories for each. 
 
While participants sometimes readily provide a well-elaborated incident for a particular word they have chosen, 
at other times they may fall silent; or "illustrate" one adjective with another ("loving ...um, because she was 
generous"); or describe what usually happened--i.e., offer a "scripted" memory--rather than describing specific 
incidents. There are a set series of responses available for these contingencies, and it is vital to memorize them. 
 
If the participant is silent, the interviewer waits an appropriate length of time. If the  participant indicates non-
verbally that she or he is actively thinking , remembering or simply attempting to come up with a particularly 
telling illustration, the interviewer  maintains an interested silence. If the silence continues and seems to indi-
cate that the participant is feeling stumped, the interviewer says something like, "well, just take  another minute 
and see if anything comes to mind". If following another  waiting period the participant still cannot respond to 
the question, treat this in a casual, matter of fact manner and say "well, that's fine, let's take the next one, then".  
Most participants do come up with a response eventually, however, and the nature of the  response then deter-
mines which of the follow-up probes are utilize   
 
If the participant re-defines an affective with a second adjective as, "Loving  ---she was generous", the inter-
viewer probes by repeating the original adjective (loving) rather than permitting the participant to lead them to 
use the second one (generous). In other words, the interviewer in this case will say, "Well, can you think of a 
specific memory that would illustrate how your relationship was loving?" The interviewer should be careful, 
however, not to be too explicit in their intention to lead the participant back to their original word usage. If the 
speaker continues to discuss "generous" after having been probed about loving once more, this violation of the 
discourse task is meaningful and must be allowed. As above, the nature of the participant's response determines 
which follow-up probes are utilized. 
 
If a spgcific and well-elaborated incident is given, the participant has responded satisfactorily to the task, and 
the interviewer should indicate that she or he understands        that. However, the interviewer should briefly 
show continuing interest by asking whether the participant can think of a second incident. 
 

•      If one specific but poorly elaborated incident is given, the interviewer probes for a second. Again, the 
interviewer does this in a manner emphasizing his or her own interest. 

 
•      If as a first response the participant gives a "scripted" or "general" memo[y, as  "Loving. She always 

took us to the park and on picnics. She was really good on holidays" or "Loving. He taught me to ride 
a bike"--the interviewer says, "Well, that's    a good general description, but I'm wondering if there 
was a particular time that happened, that made you think about it as loving?" 
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•      If the participant does now offer a specific memory, briefly seek a second memory, as above. If an-
other scripted memory is offered instead, or if the participant responds "I just think that was a loving 
thing to do", the interviewer should be accepting, and go on to the next adjective. Here as elsewhere 
the interviewer's behavior indicates that the participant's response is satisfactory.  
 

4. Now I'd like to ask you to choose five adjectives or words that reflect your childhood relationship with 
your father, again starting from as far back as you can remember in early childhood--as early as you can 
go, but again say, age 5 to 12 is fine. I know this may take a bit of time, so go ahead and think again for a 
minute...then I'd like to ask you why you chose them. I'll write each one down as you give them to me. 
(Interviewer repeats with probes as above). 

 
5. Now I wonder if you could tell me, to which parent did you feel the closest, and why? Why isn't there this 

feeling with the other parent? 
 
By the time you are through with the above set of questions, the answer to this one may be obvious, and you 
may want to remark on that ("You've already discussed this a bit, but I'd like to ask about it briefly any-
way..."). Futhermore, while the answer to this question may indeed be obvious for many participants, 
some--particularly those who describe both parents as loving--may be able to use it to reflect further on the dif-
ference in these two relationships. 
 
6. When you were upset as a child, what would you do? 
 
This is a critical question in the interview, and variations in the interpretation of this question are important. 
Consequently, the participant is first encouraged to think up her own interpretations of "upset", with the inter-
viewer pausing quietly to indicate that the question is completed, and that an answer is requested. 
 
Once the participant has completed her own interpretation of the question, giving a first answer, begin on the 
following probes. Be sure to get expansions of every answer. If the participant states, for example, "I with-
drew", probe to understand what this research participant means by "withdrew". For example, you might say, 
"And what would you do when you withdrew?" 
 

The interviewer now goes on to ask the specific follow-up questions below. These questions may appear 

similar, but they vary in critical ways, so the interviewer must make sure that the participant thinks through 

each question separately. This is done by placing vocal stress on the changing contexts (as we have indicated 

by underlining). 
 

-----When you were Upset emotionally when you were little, what would you do? (Wait for partici-
pant's reply). Can you think of a specific time that happened? 

 
-----Can you remember what would happen when you were hurt. physically? (Wait for participant's 
reply). Again, do any specific incidents (or, do any other incidents) come to mind? 

 
-----Were you ever M when you were little? (Wait for participant's reply). Do you remember what 
would happen? 

 
 

When the participant describes going to a parent, see first what details they can give you spontaneously. Try to 
get a sense of how the parent or parents responded, and then when and if it seems appropriate you can briefly 
ask one or two clarifying questions. 
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Be sure to get expansions of every answer. Again, if the participant says "I withdrew", for example, probe to 
see what the participant means by this, i.e., what exactly she or he did, or how exactly they felt, and if they can 
elaborate on the topic. 
 
If the participant has not spontaneously mentioned being held by the parent in response to any of the above 
questions, the interviewer can ask casually at the conclusion to the series, "I was just wondering, do you re-
member being held by either of your parents at any of these times--I mean, when you were upset, or hurt, or 
ill?" 
In earlier editions of these guidelines, we suggested that if the participant answers primarily in terms of re-
sponses by one of the parents, the interviewer should go through the above queries again with respect to the 
remaining parent. This can take a long time and distract from the recommended pacing of the interview. Conse-
quently, it is no longer required. 
 

What is the first time you remember being separated from your parents? 
 

- - -How did you respond? Do you remember how your parents responded? 
 

- - -Are there any other separations that stand out in your mind? 
 
Here research participants often describe first going off to nursery school, or to primary school, or going camp-
ing. 
 
In this context, participants sometimes spontaneously compare their own responses to those of other children. 
This provides important information regarding the participant's own overall attitude towards attachment, so be 
careful not to cut any such descriptions or comparisons short. 

 
8.  Did you ever feel rejected as a young child? Of course, looking back on it now, you may realize it wasn't 

really rejection, but what I'm trying to ask about here is whether you remember ever having rejected in 
childhood 

 
-----How old were you when you first felt this way, and what did you do? 
 
----Why do you think your parent did those things--do you think he/she realized he/she was rejecting 

you? 
 
              Interviewer may want to add a probe by refraining the question here, especially if no examples are 

forthcoming. The probe we suggest here is, Did you ever feel pushed away or ignored?" 
              Many participants tend to avoid this in terms of a positive answer. 

So,  were you ever frightened or worried as a child? 
 
Let the research participant respond "freely" to this question, defining the meaning for themselves. They may 
ask you what the question means, and if so, simply respond by saying "It's just a more general question". Do 
not probe heavily here. If the research participant has had traumatic experiences which they elect not to de-
scribe, or which they have difficulty remembering or thinking about, you should not insist upon hearing about 
them. They will have a second, brief opportunity to discuss such topics later. 
 
9.  Were your parents ever threatening with you in any way - maybe for discipline, or even jokingly? 
 

-----Some people have told us for example that their parents would threaten to leave them or send 
them away from home. 
-----(Note to researchers). In particular communities, some specific kind of punishment not generally 
considered fully abusive is common, such as "the silent treatment", or "shaming", etc. One question 
regarding this one selected specific form of punishment can be inserted here, as for example, 'Some 
people have told us that their parents would use the silent treatment---did this ever happen with your 
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parents?': The question should then be treated exactly as threatening to send away from home, i.e., 
the participant is free to answer and expand on the topic if she or he wishes, but there are no specific 
probes. The researcher should not ask about more than one such specific (community) form of punish-
ment, since queries regarding more than one common type will lead the topic away from its more gen-
eral intent (below). 

 
Some people have memories of threats or of some kind of behavior that was abusive. 

 
-----Did anything like this ever happen to you, or in your family? 

 
-----How old were you at the time? Did it happen frequently? 

 
-----Do you feel this experience affects you now as an adult? 

 
-----Does it influence your approach to your own child? 

 
-----Did you have any such experiences involving people outside your family? 

 
If the participant indicates that something like this did happen outside the family, take the participant throught 
the same probes (age? frequency? affects you now as an adult? Influences your approach to your own child?). 
Be careful with this question, however, as it is clinically sensitive, and by now you may have been asking the 
participant difficult questions for an extended period of time. 

 
Many participants simply answer "no" to these questions. Some, however, describe abuse and may some suffer 
distress in the memory. When the participant is willing to discuss experiences of this kind, the interviewer must 
be ready to maintain a respectful silence, or to offer active sympathy, or to do whatever may be required to rec-
ognize and insofar as possible to help alleviate the distress arising with such memories. 
 
If the interviewer suspects that abuse or other traumatic experiences occurred, it is important to attempt to as-
certain the specific details of these events insofar as possible. In the coding and classification system which ac-
companies this interview, distressing experiences cannot be scored for Unresolved /disorganized responses 
unless the researcher is able to establish that abuse (as opposed to just heavy spanking, or light hitting with a 
spoon that was not frightening) occurred. 
 
Where the nature of a potentially physically abusive (belting, whipping, or hitting) experience is ambiguous, 
then, the interviewer should try to establish the nature of the experience in a light, matter-of-fact manner, with-
out excessive prodding. If, for example, the participant says "I got the belt" and stops, the interviewer asks, 
"And what did getting the belt mean?". After encouraging as much spontaneous expansion as possible, the in-
terviewer may still need to ask, again in a matter-of-fact tone, how the participant responded or felt at the time. 
"Getting the belt" in itself will not qualify as abuse within the adult attachment scoring and classification sys-
tems, since in some households and communities this is a common, systematically but not harshly imposed ex-
perience. Being belted heavily enough to overwhelmingly frighten the child for her physical welfare at the 
time, being belted heavily enough to cause lingering pain, and/or being belted heavily enough to leave welts or 
bruises will qualify. 

 
In the case of sexual abuse as opposed to battering, the interviewer will seldom need to press for details, and 
should be very careful to follow the participant's lead. Whereas on most occasions in which a participant de-
scribes themselves as sexually abused the interviewer and transcript judge will have little need to probe further, 
occasionally a remark is ambiguous enough to require at least mild elaboration. If, for example, the participant 
states `and I just thought he could be pretty sexually abusive', the interviewer will ideally follow-up with a 
query such as, ` well, could you tell me a little about what was happening to make you see him as sexually abu-
sive?'. Should the participant reply that the parent repeatedly told off-color jokes in her company, or made un-
toward remarks about her attractiveness, the parent's behavior, though insensitive, will not qualify as sexually 
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abusive within the accompanying coding system. Before seeking elaboration of any kind, however, the inter-
viewer should endeavor to determine whether the participant seems comfortable in discussing the incident or 
incidents. 
 
All querying regarding abuse incidents must be conducted in a matter-of-fact, professional manner. The inter-
viewer must use good judgment in deciding whether to bring querying to a close if the participant is becoming 
uncomfortable. At the same time, the interviewer must not avoid the topic or give the participant the impres-
sion that discussion of such experiences is unusual. Interviewers sometimes involuntarily close the topic of 
abuse experiences and their effects, in part as a well-intentioned and protective response towards participants 
who in point of fact would have found the discussion welcome. 

 
Participants who seem to be either thinking about or revealing abuse experiences for the first time-- "No, noth-
ing ....no... well, 1, I haven't thought, remembered this for, oh, years, but ...maybe they used to... tie me.... 
"-- must be handled with special care, and should not be probed unless they clearly and actively seem to want 
to discuss the topic. If you sense that the participant has told you things they have not previously discussed or 
remembered, special care must be taken at the end of the interview to ensure that the participant does not still 
suffer distress, and feels able to contact the interviewer or project director should feelings of distress arise in 
the future. 
 
In such cases the participant's welfare must be placed above that of the researcher. While matter-of-fact, profes-
sional and tactful handling of abuse-related questions usually makes it possible to obtain sufficient information 
for scoring, the interviewer must be alert to indications of marked distress, and ready to tactfully abandon this 
line of questioning where necessary. Where the complete sequence of probes must be abandoned, the inter-
viewer should move gracefully and smoothly to the next question, as though the participant had in fact an-
swered fully. 
 
10.     In general, how do you think your overall experiences with your parents have affected your adult per-

sonality? 
 

              The interviewer should pause to indicate she or he expects the participant to be thoughtful regarding 
this question, and is aware that answering may require some time. 

 
Are there any aspects to your early experiences that you feel were a set-back in your development? 

 
In some cases, the participant will already have discussed this question. Indicate, as usual, that you would just 
like some verbal response again anyway, "for the record". 
 
It is quite important to know whether or not a participant sees their experiences as having had a negative effect 
on them, so the interviewer will follow-up with one of the two probes provided directly below. The interviewer 
must stay alert to the participant's exact response to the question, since the phrasing of the probe differs accord-
ing to the participant's original response. 
 
If the participant has named one or two setbacks, the follow-up probe used is: 
 

---Are there any other aspects of your early experiences, that you think might have held your devel-
opment back, or had a negative efect on the way you turned out? 

 
If the participant has understood the question, but has not considered anything about early experiences 
a setback, the follow-up probe used is: 

 
---Is there any thin about your early experiences that you think might have held your development 
back, or had a negative effect on the way you turned out? 
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Although the word anything receives some vocal stress, the interviewer must be careful not to seem to be ex-
pressing impatience with the participant's previous answer. The stress simply implies that the participant is be-
ing given another chance to think of something else she or he might have forgotten a moment ago. 
 

RE: PARTICIPANTS WHO DON'T SEEM TO UNDERSTAND THE TERM, SETBACK. A few 
participants aren't familiar with the term, set-back. If after a considerable wait for the participant to 
reflect, the participant seems simply puzzled by the question, the interviewer says,  
 
"Well, not everybody uses terms like set-back for what I mean here. I mean, was there anything about 
your early experiences, or any parts of your early experiences, that you think might have held your 
development back, or had a negative effect on the way you turned out?" 

 
In this case, this becomes the main question, and the probe becomes 

 
-Is there anything else about your early experiences that you think might have held your development 
back, or had a negative effect on the way you turned out? 

 
11.          Why do you think your parents behaved as they did during your childhood? 
 
              This question is relevant even if the participant feels childhood experiences were entirely positive. For 

participants reporting negative experiences, this question is particularly important. 
 
12.          Were there any other adults with whom you were close, like parents, as a child? 
 

--- Or any other adults who were especially important to you, even though not parental? 
 
Give the participant time to reflect on this question. This is the point at which some participants will mention 
housekeepers, au pairs, or nannies, and some will mention other family members, teachers, or neighbors. 
 
Be sure to find out ages at which these persons were close with the participant, whether they had lived with the 
family, and whether they had had any caregiving responsibilities. In general, attempt to determine the signifi-
cance and nature of the relationship. 
 
13.      Did you experience the loss of a parent or other close loved one while you were a young child--for ex-

ample, a sibling, or a close family member?   
 
(A few participants understand the term "loss" to cover brief or long-term separations from living 
persons, as, "I lost my mom when she moved South to stay with her mother". If necessary, clarify that you are 
referring to death only, i.e. specifically to loved ones who had died). 

 
-----Could you tell me about the circumstances, and how old you were at the time? 
 
-----How did you respond at the time? 
 
-----Was this death sudden or was it expected? 
 
-----Can you recall your feelings at that time? 
 
-----Have your feelings regarding this death changed much over time? 

 
If not volunteered earlier. Did you attend the funeral, and what was this like for you? 

 
If loss of a parent or sibling. What would you say was the effect on your (other parent) and on your 
household, and how did this change over the years? 
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-----Would you say this loss has had an effect on your adult personality? 
 
-----Were relevant How does it affect your approach to your own child? 

 
13a.        Did you lose any other important persons during your childhood? 

(Same queries--again, this refers to people who have died rather than separation experiences). 
 

13b. Have you lost other close persons, in adult years? (Same queries). 
 
Be sure that the response to these questions covers loss of any siblings, whether older or younger, loss of 
grandparents, and loss of any person who seemed a "substitute parent" or who lived with the family for a time. 
Some individuals will have been deeply affected by. 
 
Probe any loss which seems important to the participant, including loss of friends, distant  relatives, and 
neighbors or neighbor's children. Rarely, the research participant will  seem distressed by the death of someone 
who they did not personally know (often, a  person in the family, but sometimes someone as removed as the 
friend of a friend). 
 
If a  participant brings up the suicide of a friend of a friend and seems distressed by it, the loss  should be fully 
probed. The interviewer should be aware, then, that speakers may be  assigned to the unresolved/disorganized 
adult attachment classification as readily for  lapses in monitoring occurring during the discussion of the death 
of a neighbor's child  experienced during the adult years as for loss of a parent in childhood.  
 
Interviewing research participants regarding loss obviously requires good clinical  judgment. At maximum, 
only four to five losses are usually fully probed. In the case of  older research participants or those with trau-
matic histories, there may be many losses,  and the interviewer will have to decide on the spot which losses to 
probe. No hard and  fast rules can be laid out for determining which losses to skip, and the interviewer must to  
the best of his or her ability determine which losses--if there are many--are in fact of  personal significance to 
the participant. Roughly, in the case of a participant who has  lost both parents, spouse, and many other friends 
and relatives by the time of the  interview, the interviewer might elect to probe the loss of the parents, the 
spouse, and  "any other loss which you feel may have been especially important to you". If, however,  these 
queries seem to be becoming wearying or distressing for the participant, the  interviewer should acknowledge 
the excessive length of the querying, and offer to cut it short. 
 
14. Other than any difficult experiences you've already described, have you had any other experiences which 

you should regard as potentially traumatic? 
 
Let the participant free-associate to this question, then clarify if necessary with a phrase such as, I mean, any 
experience which was overwhelmingly and immediately terrifying. 
 
This question is a recent addition to the interview. It permits participants to bring up experiences which may 
otherwise be missed, such as scenes of violence which they have observed, war experiences, violent separation, 
or rape. 
 
Some researchers may elect not to use this question, since it is new to the 1996 protocol. If you do elect to use 
it, it must of course be used with all subjects in a given study. 
 
The advantage of adding this question is that it may reveal lapses in reasoning or discourse specific to traumatic 
experiences other than loss or abuse. 
 
Be very careful, however, not to permit this question to open up the interview to all stressful, sad, lonely or up-
setting experiences which may have occurred in the subject's lifetime, or the purpose of the interview and of the 
question may be diverted. It will help if your tone indicates that these are rare experiences. 
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Follow up on such experiences with probes only where the participant seems at relative ease in discussing the 
event, and/or seems clearly to have discussed and thought about it before. 
 
Answers to this question will be varied. Consequently, exact follow-up probes cannot be given in advance, al-
though the probes succeeding the abuse and loss questions may serve as a partial guide. In general, the same 
cautions should be taken with respect to this question as with respect to queries regarding frightening or worri-
some incidents in childhood, and experiences of physical or sexual abuse. Many researchers may elect to treat 
this question lightly, since the interview is coming to a close and it is not desirable to leave the participant re-
viewing too many difficult experiences just prior to leave taking. 
 
15. Now 1'd like to ask you a few more questions about your relationship with your pants. Were there many 

changes in your relationship with your parents (or remaining parent) after childhood? We'll get to the 
present in a moment, but right now 1 mean changes occurring roughly between your childhood and 
your adulthood? 

 
Here we are in part trying to find out, indirectly (1) whether there has been a period of rebellion from the par-
ents, and (2) also indirectly, whether the participant may have rethought early unfortunate relationships and 
"forgiven" the parents. Do not ask anything about forgiveness directly, however--this will need to come up 
spontaneously. This question also gives the participant the chance to describe any changes in the parents be-
havior, favorable or unfavorable, which occurred at that time. 
 
16.     Now I'd like to ask you, what is your relationship with your parents (or remaining parent) like for you 

now as an adult? Here I am asking about your current relationship. 
 

----Do you have much contact with your parents at present? 
----What would you say the relationship with your parents is like currently? 
---Could you tell me about any (or any other) sources of dissatisfaction in your current relationship 

with your parents? any special (or any other) sources of special satisfaction? 
 
This has become a critical question within the Adult Attachment Interview, since a few participants who had 
taken a positive stance towards their parents earlier suddenly take a negative stance when asked to describe cur-
rent relationships. As always, the interviewer should express a genuine interest in the participant's response to 
this question, with sufficient pause to indicate that a reflective response is welcome. 
 
17. I’d like to move now to a different sort of question--it's not about your relationship with your parents, 

instead it's about an aspect of your current relationship with (specific child of special interest to the re-
searcher, or all the participant's children considered together). How do you respond now, in terms of 
feelings, when you separate from your child / children? (For adolescents or individuals without children, 
see below). 

 
Ask this question exactly as it is, without elaboration, and be sure to give the participant enough time to re-
spond. Participants may respond in terms of leaving child at school, leaving child for vacations, etc., and this 
is encouraged. What we want here are the participant's feelings about the separation. This question has been 
very helpful in interview analysis, for two reasons. In some cases it highlights a kind of role-reversal between 
parents and child, i.e., the participant may in fact respond as though it were the child who was leaving the par-
ent alone, as though the parent was the child. In other cases, the research participant may speak of a fear of 
loss of the child, or a fear of death in general. When you are certain you have given enough time (or repeated 
or clarified the question enough) for the participant's natural ly-occuring response, then (and only then) add the 
following probe: 
 
              -----Do you ever feel worried about (child)? 
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For individuals without children, you will pose this question as a hypothetical one, and continue 
through the remaining questions in the same manner. For example, you can say, now I'd like you to imagine 
that you have a one-year-old child, and I wonder how you think you might respond, in terms of feelings, if you 
had to separate from this child?"  Do you think you would ever feel worried about this child?". 
 
18. If you had three wishes for your child twenty years from now, what would they be? I'm thinking partly of 

the kind of future you would like to see for your child I'll give you a minute or two to think about this 
one. 

 
This question is primarily intended to help the participant begin to look to the future, and to lift any negative 
mood which previous questions may have imposed. 
 
For individuals without children, you again pose this question in hypothetical terms. For example, you can say, 
"Now I'd like you to continue to imagine that you have a one-year-old child for just another minute. This time, 
rd like to ask, if you had three wishes for your child twenty years from now, what would they be? I'm thinking 
partly of the kind of future you would like to see for your imagined child I'll give you a minute or two to think 
about this one': 

 
19.   Is there any particular thing which you feel you learned above all from     your own childhood experi-

ences?   I'm thinking here of something you feel you might have gained from the kind of childhood you 
had. 

 
Give the participant plenty of time to respond to this question. Like the previous and succeeding questions, it is 
intended to help integrate whatever untoward events or feelings he or she has experienced or remembered 
within this interview, and to bring the interview down to a light close. 
 
20. We've been focusing a lot on the past in this interview, but I'd like to end up looking quite a ways into 

the future. We've just talked about what you think you may have learned from your own childhood ex-
periences. 1'd like to end by asking you what would you hope your child (or, your imagined child) might 
have learned from his/her experiences of being parented by you? 

 
The interviewer now begins helping the participant to turn his or her attention to other topics and tasks. Partici-
pants are given a contact number for the interviewer and/or project director, and encouraged to feel free to call 
if they have any questions. 
 


