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zed by the constant presence of negative emotions (Garrido-Rojas, 2006). Just the opposite would occur in the case of
secure attachment, characterized by positive emotions such
as happiness or security, which promote the well-being of
the individual. Moreover, insecure styles would tend to use
maladaptive emotional regulation strategies, such as emotional suppression in the case of dismissive-avoidant, thereby
increasing the risk of physical or mental illness. In the specific case of drug abuse, attachment theory suggests that this
would be a clearly maladaptive strategy which individuals use
to cope with insecurity of attachment and reduce the distress
this causes in them (Rosenstein & Horowitz, 1996). More recent studies, such as that of Schindler, Thomasius, Sack, Gemeinhardt, & Küstner (2007), point out that individuals with
insecure attachment lack effective coping strategies, which
makes them especially vulnerable to drug use when they find
themselves exposed to stressful life events. Insecure attachment is also related to problems in personal functioning,
which has led some authors to consider whether these people might use substances as a form of self-medication with a
view to solving their interpersonal problems (e.g., Thorberg
& Lyvers, 2010).
However, studies analyzing the role of attachment in the
offspring’s drug use are highly diverse as regards the conception of attachment on which they are based, the methodology employed and the results obtained, which makes it
difficult to draw conclusions about whether certain types of
attachment may act as risk or protective factors for substance use. Therefore, the objective of the present study is to
analyze the major studies published in the last 30 years on
the relationship between attachment and drug use in adolescence and early adulthood. The reviews carried out to
date have focused on risk factors or determinants in general
for substance use in adolescence, including attachment, but
none have analyzed in depth the conceptual and methodological aspects that may be influencing the impact of attachment to parents in their children’s drug use.

e now know that the family plays a key role
in the psychoactive substance use of children,
not only in its onset but also in the progression toward abuse and dependence (Velleman & Templeton, 2007; Velleman, Templeton, & Copello,
2005). It is for this reason that much of the research on risk
and protective factors for drug use have focused on family variables that can influence this type of behaviors by adolescents
and youths (e.g., Garcia-Pindado, 1992; Lilja, Larsson, Wilhelmsen, & Hamilton, 2003; Lloyd, 1998; Petraitis, Flay, & Miller,
1995; Poikolainen, 2002; Rees, 2005; Tyas & Pederson, 1998).
One of the variables that has attracted most interest, due to its
influence on the individual’s life from birth, is attachment to
the family in general, or attachment to parents in particular.
According to classical approaches (Bowlby, 1969, 1979),
attachment is defined as the emotional bond the child develops with caregivers, and which provides the emotional
security that is essential for sound development of the personality. Such security will depend largely on the availability or
accessibility and responsiveness of the primary attachment
figure, usually the mother. Subsequent work by Ainsworth,
Blehar, Waters, & Wall (1978) permitted the development of
a classification of types of attachment (secure, resistant and
avoidant), which would later be complemented by Main &
Solomon’s (1990) addition of the disorganized type (a combination of the resistant and avoidant styles).
As children begin to have more and more contact with
the outside world and learn about the accessibility and responsiveness of their attachment figure, they start to build
their internal working models (Bowlby, 1988). These models
are representations about the self and about others, which
will permit individuals to make decisions about their behavior. In short, they are guidelines for the interpretation of experiences and for orienting attachment behaviors that tend
to persist over time and operate unconsciously. According
to Bowlby (1988), early attachment relationships serve as a
prototype for the rest of the relationships that individuals
will experience during their development, so that if the attachment style in childhood is of an insecure type, it is likely
to continue to be so in adult life. Other studies have proposed, moreover, that the attachment style can be transmitted
across generations, so that there is a strong association between patterns of patterns of maternal attachment and those of child attachment (e.g., Benoit & Parker, 1994; Byrne,
Goshin, & Joestl, 2010; Makariev & Shaver, 2010; Rosenstein
& Horowitz, 1996).
Based on the image that individuals have of themselves
and of others, Bartholomew & Horowitz (1991) drew up a
new classification of attachment styles in adults, taking into
account two dimensions: the image of others (as figures who
can be trusted and who are accessible) and the image of the
self (evaluation of oneself as someone who is worthwhile and
elicits (or not) interest in others). The four types of attachment proposed are secure, dismissive-avoidant, anxious-preoccupied, and fearful-avoidant. The last three styles fall
within the general category of insecure attachment, which
would be associated with effects on individuals’ physical and
mental health. In general, insecure styles would be more
exposed to physical problems because they are characteri-

Method
In carrying out this review we used the PubMed and PsycINFO databases, employing the following search terms:
“attachment” and its combination with “substance abuse”,
“addiction”, “drug abuse”, “drug use”, “drug dependence”,
“alcohol”, “alcohol dependence”, “beer”, “wine”, “spirits”,
“hard liquor”, “smoking”, “tobacco”, “cigarettes”, “illicit
drug”, “narcotics”, “morphine”, “cannabis”, “hashish”, “marijuana”, “heroin”, “heroin dependence”, “ecstasy”, “MDMA”,
“psychodelic agent”, “hallucinogens”, “cocaine”, “crack cocaine”, “lysergic-acid”, “LSD”, “designer drugs” and “club
drugs”.
The search was confined to studies published between
1st January 1980 and 31st December 2010, and the languages considered were English, Spanish, French, Italian and
Portuguese. In order to better organize the information, all
the articles found were grouped in the following categories:
empirical articles, reviews, and meta-analyses. Regarding empirical articles, for the present review we selected only those
that contained data from original research.
The initial search yielded 3,018 references in the PubMed
database and 858 in PsycINFO. After controlling for duplications in both databases and reading all the abstracts, we
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selected a total of 140 empirical articles and 8 reviews in relation to the search keywords for drugs and attachment (see
Figure 1). Selection criteria for the articles were as follows:
source of attachment to which they referred (selection in
first place of those including one or both parents as source

of attachment), methodological characteristics (e.g., sample
size selected) and relevance of the publication (publication
source, year of publication). In a second screening using the
same initial selection criteria, we selected 28 scientific 1 articles and 8 reviews.

ATTACHMENT AND [DRUGS]
INITIAL SEARCH IN PubMed and PsycInfo, 1980 to 2010
(n = 3,876)

ARTICLES SELECTED AFTER REMOVAL OF
DUPLICATIONS
(n = 152)

EMPIRICAL ARTICLES
(n = 140)

REVIEWS
(n = 9)
Screening based on the following criteria:
• Source of attachment
• Methodological characteristics
• Relevance of the publication

SELECTION OF 28 EMPIRICAL
ARTICLES AND 8 REVIEWS

ARTICLES INCLUDED IN THE FINAL
REVIEW
(n = 36)
Figure 1. Selection of articles for the review

methodological or conceptual issues (De Lucas Taracena &
Montañes Rada, 2006). Except for this last work, the reviews
included the topic of attachment but rarely as a central issue,
merely noting that less attachment and lack of attachment
are related to drug use.
Secondly, we analyzed the empirical articles selected, finding certain discrepancies with regard to the impact of parent-child attachment on the children’s drug use. It may be
that such discrepancies are influenced, at least in part, by
aspects of a conceptual and methodological nature which we
shall discuss presently.

Results
First of all, we analyzed the 8 reviews found as a result of
the search based on the keyword “attachment” and all those related to drug use. Some of the reviews focus on antecedents or risk factors for drug use in adolescence (Lloyd,
1998; Poikolainen, 2002; Tyas & Pederson, 1998), and just
one is based on family determinants for use, including alteration of affective bonding, attachment and parent-child
communication (Garcia-Pindado, 1992). Others analyze
theoretical models related to drug use, among them those
based on commitment and social attachment (Lilja et al.,
2003, Petraitis et al., 1995).
Another review focused on child attachment in general, mentioning only superficially the relationship between
inadequate attachment and the use of alcohol and drugs
(Rees, 2005). The only review found on the relationship between attachment, as understood by the classic authors, and
drug use in adolescence focused exclusively on the type of
assessment instrument used, but without going into other

Issues related to the concept of attachment
One of the main drawbacks found is the variability in the
conceptual delimitation of attachment. Bowlby (1979) defined attachment as the emotional bond children develop
with their caregivers or attachment figures and which provides them with the emotional security without which their
personality would not develop adequately. This security
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2001), to the community (Clark, Belgrave, & Nasim, 2008)
or to God (Horton, Ellison, Loukas, Downey, & Barrett,
2010), but their results are far from conclusive. Thus, for
example, Dornbuch et al. (2001) and Horton et al. (2010)
found that attachment to school in the first case and attachment to God in the second reduced the probability of consuming legal substances (tobacco and alcohol) and illegal
ones (mainly marijuana), while Clark et al. (2008) found no
relationship between community attachment and use of alcohol and marijuana. We might ask ourselves, then, whether
the relationship between attachment and substance use in
adolescence depends on the source of attachment considered, since in the case of parents, peers or school this relationship is more evident (e.g., Bahr et al., 2005; McArdle et
al., 2002), whilst in the case of the community the results are
inconclusive (e.g., Clark et al., 2008).
Thirdly, a notable aspect of the studies reviewed is the
over-representation of mothers, the fathers’ presence being
scarce or even non-existent (e.g., Branstetter, Furman &
Cottrell, 2009; Brook et al., 1998; De la Rosa, Dillon, Rojas,
Schwartz & Duan, 2010; Foshee & Bauman, 1994; Scragg et
al., 2009). This aspect may constitute a bias, since the attachment style, as pointed out by Ravitz, Maunder, Hunter,
Sthankiya, & Lancee (2010), may vary within the same family from mother to father, and therefore relate in different ways to drug use. It has even been suggested that the
influence of attachment to each parent may have a different
effect depending on the age of the child. For example, Foshee & Bauman (1994) found that attachment to the mother
predicted drug use in early adolescence, whilst attachment
to the father predicted it in later adolescence. Miller & Volk
(2002) found that the relationship between different family
variables (e.g., negative view of the child, time spent with
the family) and smoking in a sample of 1,725 youths was
only significant among adolescents aged under 18, a finding
the authors attributed to the declining importance of the
family when children begin higher education and become
independent. Studies such as that of Brook et al. (1998),
on the other hand, revealed that attachment to parents was
significantly related to drug use from adolescence to early
adulthood.
We should also note that most studies have assessed attachment in families considered “intact” (e.g., Schindler et al.,
2007), which from the traditional perspective would refer to
those including both biological parents. This aspect may influence the relationship between attachment and substance
use, since there are authors who suggest that “non-intact”
families are not always associated with lower attachment to
the children and therefore to greater likelihood of drug use.
For example, Hoffman (1995) found that those one-parent
families which included other adults (e.g., a grandmother)
had attachment levels similar to those of intact families, and
thus constituted a protective factor against drug use. In contrast, McArdle et al. (2002) found that living in an intact
family was a predictor of no drug use (for both alcohol and
illegal drugs), while youths living in non-intact families and
whose relation with their parents was poor, the probability of
their using drugs increased considerably.

would depend to a large extent on the accessibility and response capacity of the principal attachment figure, normally
the mother. However, the majority of the studies reviewed
do not start out from the original conception of attachment
and its classification (secure versus insecure attachment),
understanding as attachment aspects as diverse as closeness
of father or mother (e.g., Brook, Whiteman, Finch, & Cohen, 1998; Foshee & Bauman, 1994), trust (e.g., McGee, Williams, Poulton, & Moffitt, 2000), communication or intimacy (Olsson, Coffey, Toumbourou, Bond, Thomas, & Patton,
2003) or parental control/supervision (e.g., Crawford &
Novak, 2002), all key variables that act as risk and protective
factors for substance use in young people (Velleman et al.,
2007). Nevertheless, this conceptual heterogeneity is at odds
with the traditional conception of attachment proposed by
Bowlby (1969), Ainsworth et al. (1978) or Main & Solomon
(1990), which allowed the classification of attachment relations between parents and children as “secure attachment”
or “insecure attachment.”
The second important issue concerns the confusion between similar constructs, especially as regards styles of insecure attachment. Thus, for example, Hazan & Shaver’s
(1987) avoidant type corresponds to Bartholomew & Horowitz’s (1991) fearful-avoidant, since both refer to children
of parents who are reserved, detached and often reject or
ignore signs from their children. On the other hand, there
is more doubt about the correspondence for Bartholomew
& Horowitz’s (1991) preoccupied type in the classifications
of attachment proposed by Ainsworth et al. (1978) or Main
& Solomon (1990).

Attachment figures
Although a large part of the studies analyzed focused on
parents as the principal attachment figures (e.g., Brook et
al., 1998; Foshee & Bauman, 1994; Scragg, Reeder, Wong,
Glover, & Nosa, 2008), distinguishing in some cases attachment to the mother from attachment to the father (e.g.,
McArdle et al., 2002; Bahr, Hoffmann, & Yang, 2005), there
are other studies that include attachment to peers (e.g., Hoppe, Wells, Haggerty, Simpson, Gainey, & Catalano, 1998;
Henry, Oetting, & Slater, 2009), which alters the relationship between parental attachment and children’s drug use.
In any case, attachment to peers has nothing to do with
the original conception of attachment proposed by Bowlby
(1969), though it is true, as we shall see later, that early relations with the principal attachment figures (parents) act as
prototypes for the rest of the relations that individuals experience during their development, such as those with peers.
It is not surprising, therefore, that the majority of empirical articles, as well as some reviews, include attachment to
peers as a determinant of substance use in adolescence (Tyas
& Pederson, 1998), even though in these cases they depart
from the classical concept of attachment, which was based
on the parent-child dyad, primarily the child’s relationship
with the mother. The question arises, then, as to what extent
the term attachment has lost its traditional meaning, becoming employed too loosely to refer to the relations of closeness, trust and/or proximity between adolescents and their
various support figures (parents, peers, etc.).
In a similar vein, other research has focused on attachment to school (e.g., Dornbuch, Erickson, Laird, & Wong,

Types of attachment
Regarding the research on the influence of secure versus
insecure attachment on substance use, De Lucas Taracena &
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they feel to their parents, level of support received, trust they
have with mother and father).
It is also common for researchers to use self-report questionnaires whose psychometric properties are, to say the
least, questionable (e.g., McGee et al., 2000). Moreover,
self-report measures of attachment are not entirely reliable,
since they focus on the view held by the respondent at that
time. Nor is it uncommon for there to be discrepancies according to the informant, that is, for the child to consider
that he or she has low attachment to the parents, whilst the
father or mother perceives the opposite (e.g., Dornbuch et
al., 2001). It has also been suggested that the attachment
style varies according to the relational focus: the same individual can report a secure attachment style with the mother
and an insecure style with the father (e.g., Tyas & Pederson,
1998), so that it is necessary to properly identify the source
of attachment and assess each one separately.
Some studies also indicate that the relation between attachment and drug use is influenced by the source of information on attachment. Thus, for example, Dornbuch et
al. (2001), in a longitudinal study with 13,568 adolescents,
found a significant relation between family and school attachment and lower prevalence, frequency and intensity of
use of tobacco, alcohol and marijuana. However, this relation disappeared when the informants about attachment to
parents and school were the adolescents themselves.

Montañes Rada (2006), in their review on the subject, conclude that there is a clear link between insecure attachment
and drug use, though the results are inconclusive with regard to the insecure attachment style most strongly related
to such use. In one of the most recent studies, Molnar, Sadava, DeCourville, & Perrier (2010) found a direct relationship between attachment anxiety and greater alcohol use
among youths aged 19, whilst the relationship between drinking and attachment avoidance appeared to be mediated by
factors of a social (e.g., social facilitation, conformity) and/
or affective nature (e.g., enhancement and coping motives).
However, the majority of the empirical studies reviewed
analyzes attachment in quantitative terms (greater or lesser
attachment to parents, to school, to peers) and not in qualitative fashion (e.g., secure versus insecure attachment). For
example, Tyas & Pederson (1998) concluded that low attachment to parents and peers was related to higher prevalence
of cigarette smoking in adolescents. In a more recent study,
Kostelecky (2005) found that lower parental attachment was
significantly related to greater use of alcohol, marijuana and
other drugs.
Attachment studies are mostly cross-sectional (e.g., Rosenstein & Horowitz, 1996) rather than longitudinal (e.g.,
Brook et al., 1998), which means we cannot determine
whether insecure attachment or lower attachment are risk
factors for drug use or their consequence. In those cases
in which both types of studies – cross-sectional and longitudinal – have been carried out, the results are still more
contradictory. For example, Van der Vorst, Engels, Meeus,
Dekovic, & Vermulst (2006) examined the impact of parental attachment on alcohol use in adolescents. The cross-sectional analyses indicated that the greater the attachment to
parents, the lower the alcohol use in the children, whilst the
longitudinal analyses suggested that it was alcohol use at an
early age that reduced attachment to parents. Once again, it
must be considered that attachment, as understood by Van
de Vorst et al. (2006), is not based on the classic distinction
between secure and insecure attachment. The fact that alcohol use impairs the relationship between parents and children, in terms of reduced confidence or greater distancing,
does not mean that the type of attachment between parents
and children moves, for example, from secure to insecure.

Assessment of substance use
Regarding the assessment of substance use in adolescents
and/or youths, practically all the studies reviewed are based
on self-report measures (e.g., Kassel, Wardle, & Roberts,
2007; Olsson et al., 2003), and this may have influenced the
results obtained.
Most of the studies reviewed explored the relationship
between parental attachment and the use of certain drugs
in the children, especially tobacco (e.g., Foshee & Bauman,
1994) alcohol(e.g., Crawford & Novack, 2002) and marijuana (e.g., Hoffmann, 1995). In the case of those that include
other illegal substances, the prevalence is usually not high
enough for obtaining conclusive results (e.g., Kostelecky,
2005). Some authors have even suggested that the type of attachment characteristic of substance abusers depends more
on the type of drug used than on whether its use is higher or
lower (e.g., Kassel et al., 2007).
Some studies examine the relationship between attachment and drug use without specifying that such use is experimental, which is quite different from regular use, and very
common in adolescence (Petraitis et al., 1995). Experimental substance use is understood as an exploratory behavior,
and hence may be associated with a secure attachment style.
In contrast, those youths who move on to more regular use,
or who become abusers of or dependent upon a substance,
tend to present an insecure attachment style. Studies such
as that of Van der Vorst et al. (2006) go further, concluding
that parental attachment may perhaps not play a key role
in initiation into the use of substances such as alcohol (between age 11 and age 14), but that it has a stronger impact
in younger children (aged 9-10), where parental influence
is greater, or in older adolescents (aged 16-17), where alcohol use is more frequent and intensive. Recent studies, such
as that of Randolph, Russell, Tillman, & Fincham (2010),
have found that attachment to the mother, at least, signifi-

Assessment of attachment
The studies reviewed differ considerably as regards the assessment instruments employed. Although various tools are
available for the assessment of attachment, such as Hazan &
Shaver’s self-report questionnaire (HSSR, Hazan & Shaver,
1987), the semi-structured interview derived from Bartholomew’s model (Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991) or the Adult
Attachment Interview (AAI; Main & Goldwyn, 1992), which
permit the classification of attachment into secure or insecure, the majority of the studies reviewed do not use any
of them. Thus, very few studies employ standardized questionnaires, such as the AAI (e.g., Anolli & Balconi, 2002; Rosenstein & Horowitz, 1996) or the IPPA (Inventory of Parent
and Peer Attachment; e.g., Van der Vorst et al. 2006; Scragg
et al., 2008), and many base themselves on a small number
of items (or just one) for assessing attachment (e.g., Arbinaga, 2002; Clark et al., 2008; McGee et al. 2000; Olsson et
al., 2003). In this last case, the questions vary as regards the
terms used and the way they are formulated (e.g., how close
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identified with them. This finding would partially confirm
social control theory (Hirschi, 1969), whereby attachment
to one of the parents in children of drug users protects them
against drug use.
More recent work, such as that of De la Rosa et al. (2010),
indicates that attachment to non-user mothers reduces the
risk of daughters’ performing maladaptive behaviors (drug
use and unsafe sex), whilst attachment to drug-user mothers
significantly increases the likelihood that their daughters
will have sex under the influence of alcohol. Other studies,
however, such as that of Scragg et al. (2008), confirmed
that low parental attachment is associated with higher risk
of smoking among adolescents, regardless of whether the
parents smoke or not.
Some of the studies reviewed have considered the influence of peers on the relationship between attachment
to parents and substance use. For example, McArdle et al.
(2002) found that the influence of family variables (family
structure, quality of the parent-child relationship) disappeared when the availability of substances in the peer group
was high. In other studies, like that by Bahr et al. (2005),
it was concluded that the relationship between attachment
to parents and substance use is mediated by peer influence.
According to Clark et al. (2008), the strongest predictor of
alcohol and marijuana use in a sample of African American
adolescents is drug use by peers, and not attachment to the
community. Other studies have found, moreover, that attachment to peers increases over time, and if they are alcohol-using peers there is a significantly higher risk that an
adolescent will drink alcohol (Henry et al., 2009).
Regarding the influence of individual variables, such as
self-esteem, Kassel et al. (2007) examined the nature and
magnitude of the relationship between adult attachment
style and cigarette smoking, alcohol and marijuana in a
sample of 212 university students (62% women). They also
analyzed whether this relationship was mediated by other
variables such as dysfunctional attitudes and low self-esteem.
For the assessment of adult attachment they administered
the Collins and Read Inventory (1990), which comprises 18
items and assesses three attachment styles (close, depend
and anxious). They found that insecure attachment, especially the anxious type, was significantly related to both frequency of substance use and the fact of using substances to
cope with stress or emotional distress, especially in people
with low self-esteem and a greater tendency toward dysfunctional attitudes.
Another very common individual variable in the analysis
of the relationship between attachment and drug use is aggressiveness. Studies such as that of Brook et al. (1998) propose that high aggressiveness in childhood has a significant
influence on the type of attachment between parents and
children, which in turn is related to unconventional behaviors in the children, such as drug use.

cantly influences alcohol use in late adolescence and early
adulthood (around age 18), when youths are more open to
maintain pro-social relationships with their parents than in
early adolescence.

Influence of sociodemographic variables (age, sex)
It is important to take into account the influence of key
sociodemographic variables such as sex and age of the youths. Specifically, some studies suggest that the relationship
between parental attachment and smoking is influenced by
the children’s age, so that attachment to the mother would
have more influence in early adolescence, whilst attachment
to the father would be more influential in later adolescence (Foshee & Bauman, 1994). It is also stressed that the influence of attachment to parents loses strength as youths get
older and become more independent (Danielsson, Romelsjö, & Tengström, 2010; Henry et al., 2009; Miller & Volk,
2002). This does not mean, however, that the quality of the
parent-child relationship becomes worse.
With regard to sex, some studies have found that the
relation of attachment has a significantly stronger impact
on drug use in one sex than in the other. Thus, for example, El-Guebaly, West, Maticka-Tyndale, & Pool (1993), and
Brook et al. (1998) found a stronger relation between attachment and drug use in daughters, while studies such as
those of Crawford & Novack (2002) or Horton et al. (2010)
found that the impact of parental attachment on substance
use was more relevant in sons. Other studies, meanwhile,
have found no significant differences with regard to attachment as a function of age or sex (Dornbuch et al., 2001;
Kassel et al., 2007; McArdle et al., 2002; Olsson et al., 2003).

Inclusion of third variables in the relation between
attachment and drug use
In general, the majority of studies that analyzed the role
of attachment as a risk or protective factor for drug use in
adolescence include other variables that may be conditioning this relationship, such as parental supervision (Crawford & Novack, 2002), parents’ personality (Brook, Richter,
& Whiteman, 2000), family structure or drug use by peers
(Hoffman, 1995), parents’ drug use (e.g., Finzi, Cohen,
Sapir, & Weizman, 2000; Hoppe et al., 1998) or self-esteem
(Kassel et al., 2007).
As far as parents’ own substance use is concerned, Drapela & Mosher (2007), for example, found that drug use by parents had a significant effect on their attachment relationship with their children, increasing the risk of the children’s
use of legal and illegal substances. Children strongly attached to user parents were also more likely to have friends
who used substances and a lower perception of risk, both
aspects which increased their risk of using drugs.
Hoppe et al. (1998) found that deviant behavior by the
parents affected the bond with their children, increasing
their risk that they would also perform deviant behaviors.
On comparing the children of parents on methadone treatment and the children of non-drug users, it was found that
the former had a weaker bond with their parents (identified
less and had less intimacy with them), but showed greater attachment to school and peers. However, these children had
a lower risk of initiating alcohol use if they lived with just
one parent or if, living with both parents, they felt strongly

Discussion
This study has presented a review of the most relevant
literature published in the last 30 years on the relationship
between attachment and drug use in adolescence and early
adulthood, with reference to the influence of certain conceptual and methodological aspects on that relationship.
The reviews carried out to date, except for that by De Lu-
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cas Taracena & Montañes Rada (2006), have not focused
exclusively on the issue of attachment, but have included
it as one more risk versus protection factor for substance
use. These reviews conclude, in general, that greater attachment or secure attachment is a protective factor, whilst
less attachment or insecure attachment constitutes a clear
risk factor for drug use. However, this review has shown that
researchers have not used the concept of attachment uniformly and that there are key methodological questions in its
study that should be addressed before drawing conclusions
about the role of attachment to parents in substance use by
their children.
The review of the selected studies suggests, first, the difficulty of isolating the relationship of attachment between
parents and children from the influence of other attachment relationships (with peers, school, etc.) in predicting
substance use in adolescence (e.g., Eitle, 2005). According
to classical perspectives (Bowlby, 1969, 1979), the emotional
security provided by caregivers, particularly mothers, during childhood serves as the foundation for the formation
of internal working models, in other words, for forming representations about oneself and others that will allow individuals to properly development their personality and make
decisions about their behavior. Thus, early relationships of
attachment function as a prototype for other relationships
that people will have in adulthood, so that those individuals
with an insecure attachment style in childhood will tend
toward the same type of attachment in the different stages
of their development, with the risks this involves for their
physical and mental health (Garrido-Rojas, 2006). As some
authors have recently posited (e.g., Schindler et al., 2007;
Thorberg & Lyvers, 2010), these individuals with insecure attachment would have more problems in their interpersonal
functioning and stress coping than those with secure attachment, and this could increase their risk of using substances.
However, it is worth considering to what extent those studies
using only attachment to parents (e.g., Brook et al., 1998;
Drapela & Mosher, 2007; Rosenstein & Horowitz, 1996;
Scragg et al., 2008) have taken into account the possibility
that relations with other relevant figures adolescents’ lives
(e.g., friends, school) are influencing the likelihood of their
consuming substances, which would explain, for example,
why in some cases no great differences in risk of substance
use are found between adolescents with secure and insecure attachment (e.g., Danielsson et al., 2010). We believe it
is necessary to consider the influence of other types of cultural, gender, or indeed developmental variables that may
qualify the parent-child attachment relationship, as traditionally conceived, by the first authors who analyzed the matter. That is, while we accept that the parent-child attachment
style is established in an individual’s first years of life and
that it constitutes a guide for interpreting experiences and
relating to others, we do believe that the relation between
attachment style and the probability of substance use is influenced by other variables, such as peer relations, gender,
the presence of other sources of family support, and so on.
Regarding this last-named aspect, considering that most
of the reviewed studies on attachment to parents are based on intact families, and given the way family types have
evolved in recent years, it would seem necessary to extend
research on the influence of parental attachment to other
types of family (e.g., reconstituted families, families with sa-

me-sex parents, families with adopted children, families that
include other potential sources of attachment such as grandparents, etc.).
Second, it may also be that the influence of sources of attachment depends on the stage of adolescence, as proposed
by Henry et al. (2009). Thus, in early adolescence parents
and school may be exerting more influence, while in later
adolescence there would be greater importance of peer relationships and their circumstances (e.g., whether or not peers
use substances). However, Velleman et al. (2005), though
supporting the idea that the influence of parents decreases
as their children get older, conclude that it is also always necessary to take into account the family’s influence on choice
of peers. According to these authors, those youngsters who
enjoy a positive relationship with their parents are less influenced by substance-using peers, and are therefore less
likely to perform this type of behavior. As we noted earlier,
the fact that as individuals develop the relation with their parents changes does not mean that that relation deteriorates,
and much less that a parent-child attachment relationship
of a secure type becomes an insecure one. Indeed, as classical approaches to attachment (e.g., Bowlby, 1988) indicate,
early attachment relationships between children and their
parents act as prototypes for the other relationships they
will experience during their development, so that the attachment style in childhood – secure or insecure – is likely to
the same in adulthood. A separate issue is the possibility that
certain sources of support (e.g., friends) take on importance
relative to others (e.g., parents) at certain stages of the individual’s development (such as adolescence).
Having stressed the importance of these two considerations, we can conclude that certain conceptual and methodological questions must be taken into account on exploring
the relation between attachment and drug use in youths:
1) The variability in the concept of attachment (classical
or traditional conception of attachment versus closeness,
trust, control/supervision, communication, intimacy, etc.)
contributes to the discrepancies as to whether a particular
type of attachment, or greater or lesser attachment, are associated with an increased risk for drug use in youths. Those
studies based on the traditional concept of attachment and
which classify it into secure versus insecure (e.g., Kassel et
al., 2007; Rosenstein & Horowitz, 1996) agree that there is a
clear link between insecure attachment and drug use, though it is unclear which category of insecure attachment (resistant, avoidant, disorganized, etc.) is most closely associated
with drug use. As mentioned earlier, we believe that the concept of attachment has been used too loosely for referring to
the relationship of closeness, supervision and control, trust,
and intimacy between adolescents and their various support
figures (parents, peers, etc.).
2) The range of instruments used across the different studies evaluating attachment has contributed to the fact that
the results obtained were not conclusive and generalizable
(De Lucas Taracena & Montañes Rada, 2006). Thus, those
studies that used questionnaires or interviews that permit
the classification of attachment style as secure versus insecure (e.g., Hazan & Shaver’s self-report questionnaire, HSSR;
the Adult Attachment Interview, AAI; Bartholomew and
Horowitz’s semi-structured interview; the Collins and Read
Inventory) indicate that, in general, drug use is linked to
insecure attachment, of avoidant (Rosenstein & Horowitz,
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1996), fearful (Schindler et al., 2007) or anxious type (Kassel
et al. 2007). In contrast, secure attachment is associated with
lower risk for substance use (e.g., Branstetter et al., 2009).
Studies which have assessed attachment in quantitative
terms are in agreement that greater attachment to parents
(e.g., Bahr et al., 2005; Crawford & Novack, 2002; Kostelecky,
2005; Scragg et al., 2008), to the family in general (e.g., Arbinaga, 2002; Olsson et al., 2003), and to parents and school
(Dornbuch et al., 2001; Henry et al., 2009) is associated with
lower risk for drug use. In work that takes into account substance use by the sources of attachment, it was found that
greater attachment to parent users (e.g., Drapela & Mosher,
2007) and peer users (e.g., Henry et al., 2009) increases the
risk of adolescent substance use.
3) It is not possible to establish causal relationships between attachment and substance use in youths. Most of the
studies are cross-sectional so that we cannot tell whether insecure attachment is a risk factor for drug use or a consequence of it (e.g., Hoppe et al., 1998; Olsson et al., 2003).
The longitudinal studies carried out are highly variable in
terms of length of follow-up, with periods ranging from one
year (e.g., Dornbuch et al., 2001) to 18 years (McGee et al.,
2000), so that the results as regards which variable leads to
the other (attachment to drug use, or vice versa) are inconclusive, even in the more recent studies. For example, Van
der Vorst et al. (2006) conclude that it is substance use that
influences type of attachment, at least toward parents, while
for Danielsson et al. (2011) secure parental attachment is
a protective factor against heavy drinking. There is a need,
then, for more longitudinal studies that could help to clarify the role of attachment to parents as a risk/protective for
drug use or as a consequence of it.
4) It is necessary to distinguish between experimental
substance use in adolescence, which can be related to a secure attachment style, and regular use, abuse or dependence,
more related to insecure attachment (e.g., Petraitis et al.,
1995; Schindler et al., 2007). In this connection, it would
also be advantageous to use other methods of assessing substance use, given that the self-report, the kind of tool most
widely used in the reviewed studies (e.g., Randolph et al.,
2010), may could introduce certain biases in the results.
5) The heterogeneity of the samples selected (source
of attachment, parents’ sex, children’s age and sex, type of
substance used, etc.) is a determining factor in the study of
the relationship between attachment and drug use in youths. More specifically, many of the studies carried out to
date on parental attachment include attachment to peers,
a variable which, as we have seen, may alter the relationship
between parent-child attachment and drug use (e.g., Henry
et al., 2009).
Taking into account the above, it can be stated that, in
general, and despite the conceptual and methodological
considerations discussed, there is considerable evidence of
the importance of attachment, especially to parents (Rees,
2005; Velleman et al., 2005), but also to peers and school, as
a risk or protective factor for drug use in adolescence and
early adulthood (Garcia-Pindado, 1992). In the specific case
of the family, key variables related to attachment, such as cohesion, communication between its members and their attitudes constitute the basic pillars on which the prevention of
substance use among youths can be built (Lilja et al., 2003).
However, it must be borne in mind that the influence of the

family does not occur in a vacuum; rather, there are other
determinants that will influence substance use (e.g., attachment to peers or to school), and on which further research is
needed (Velleman & Templeton, 2007). If, as would seem to
be confirmed by recent studies (Byrne et al., 2010; Makariev
& Shaver, 2010), attachment style does not vary over time,
and moreover, is transmitted across generations from parents to children, it would be relevant to take into account
the improvement in quality of attachment between parents
and children, as well as the influence of other socializing
agents, such as peers and school, with a view to the prevention and treatment of drug use.

Acknowledgements
This article was partly supported by the European Commission, Directorate General for Justice, which funds the
project JLS/DPIP/2008-2/112, European Family Empowerment. There was also support from the Delegación del Gobierno
para el Plan Nacional sobre Drogas (Spanish Government Office for the National Plan on Drugs), which funded the Estrategias familiares para participar en prevención ambiental (Family
strategies for participating in environmental prevention)
(SPI/1129/2011, 15 de abril de 2011).

Conflicts of interest
The authors declare not conflict of interest.

References
Ainsworth, M. D., Blehar, M. C., Waters, E., & Wall, S. (1978).
Patterns of attachment: A psychological study of the strange situation. Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum.
Anolli, L., & Balconi, M. (2002). Adult attachment interview,
thematic analysis, and communicative style in families
with substance use disorders. Psychological Reports, 90, 279299.
Arbinaga, F. (2002). Factores de protección ante el uso de
tabaco y alcohol en jóvenes menores de edad. Clínica y
Salud, 13, 163-180.
Bahr, S. J., Hoffmann, J. P., & Yang, X. (2005). Parental and
peer influences on risk of adolescent drug use. The Journal of Primary Prevention, 26, 529-551. doi: 10.1007/s10935005-0014-8
Bartholomew, K., & Horowitz, L. M. (1991). Attachment
styles among adults: A test of a four category model. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 61, 226-244. doi:
10.1037/0022-3514.61.2.226
Benoit, D., & Parker, K. (1994). Stability and transmission
of attachment across three generations. Child Development,
65, 1444-1457. doi: 10.1111/j.1467-8624.1994.tb00828.x
Bowlby, J. (1969). Attachment. New York: Basic Books.
Bowlby, J. (1979). The making and breaking of affectional bonds.
London, U.K.: Tavistock Pub Ltd.
Bowlby, J. (1988). A secure base: Clinical Applications of attachment theory. London, U.K.: Routledge.

ADICCIONES, 2014 · VOL. 26 NÚM. 1

84

Elisardo Becoña Iglesias, Elena Fernández del Río, Amador Calafat, José Ramón Fernández-Hermida

Eitle, D. (2005). The moderating effects of peer substance
use on the family structure-adolescent substance use association: quantity versus quality of parenting. Addictive
Behaviors, 30, 963-980. doi: 10.1016/j.addbeh.2004.09.015
El-Guebaly, N., West, M., Maticka-Tyndale, E., & Pool, M.
(1993). Attachment among adult children of alcoholics.
Addiction, 88, 1405-1411. doi: 10.1111/j.1360-0443.1993.
tb02027.x
Finzi, R., Cohen, O., Sapir, Y., & Weizman, A. (2000). Attachment styles in maltreated children: a comparative study.
Child Psychiatry and Human Development, 31, 113-128. doi:
10.1023/A:1001944509409
Foshee, V. A., & Bauman, K. E. (1994). Parental attachment
and adolescent cigarette smoking initiation. Journal of Adolescent Research, 9, 88-104. doi: 10.1177/074355489491007
García-Pindado, G. (1992). Determinantes familiares del
consumo adolescente de droga. Factores ambientales y
genéticos. Psiquis: Revista de Psiquiatría, Psicología y Psicosomática, 13, 39-48.
Garrido-Rojas, L. (2006). Apego, emoción y regulación emocional. Implicaciones para la salud. Revista Latinoamericana de Psicología, 38, 493-507.
Hazan, C., & Shaver, P. R. (1987). Romantic love conceptualized as an attachment process. Journal of Personality
and Social Psychology, 52, 511-524. doi: 10.1037/00223514.52.3.511
Henry, K. L., Oetting, E. R., & Slater, M. D. (2009). The role
of attachment to family, school, and peers in adolescents’
use of alcohol: A longitudinal study of within-person and
between-person effects. Journal of Counseling Psychology, 56,
564-572. doi: 10.1037/a0017041
Hirschi, T. (1969). Causes of Delinquency. Berkeley: University
of California Press.
Hoffmann, J. P. (1995). The effects of family structure and
family relations on adolescent marijuana use. International
Journal of the Addictions, 30, 1207-1241.
Hoppe, M. J., Wells, E. A., Haggerty, K. P., Simpson, E. E.,
Gainey, R. R., & Catalano, R. F. (1998). Bonding in a high-risk and a general sample of children: Comparison of
measures of attachment and their relationship to smoking and drinking. Journal of Youth and Adolescence, 27, 5981. doi: 10.1023/A:1022828831843
Horton, K. D., Ellison, C. G., Loukas, A., Downey, D. L., &
Barrett, J. B. (2010). Examining attachment to God and
health risk-taking behaviors in college students. Journal
of Religion and Health, publication online. doi: 10.1007/
s10943-010-9380-5
Kassel, J. D., Wardle, M., & Roberts, J. E. (2007). Adult attachment security and college student substance use.
Addictive Behaviors, 32, 1164-1176. doi: 10.1016/j.addbeh.2006.08.005
Kostelecky, K. L. (2005). Parental attachment, academic
achievement, life events and their relationship to alcohol

Branstetter, S. A., Furman, W., & Cottrell, L. (2009). The influence of representations of attachment, maternal-adolescent relationship quality, and maternal monitoring on
adolescent substance use: a 2-year longitudinal examination. Child Development, 80, 1448-1462. doi: 10.1111/j.14678624.2009.01344.x
Brook, J. S., Richter, L., & Whiteman, M. (2000). Effects of
parent personality, upbringing, and marijuana use on the
parent-child attachment relationship. Journal of the American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry, 39, 240-248.
doi: 10.1097/00004583-200002000-00025
Brook, J. S., Whiteman, M., Finch, S., & Cohen, P. (1998).
Mutual attachment, personality, and drug use: Pathways
from childhood to young adulthood. Genetic, Social, and
General Psychology Monographs, 124, 492-510.
Byrne, M. W., Goshin, L. S., & Joestl, S. S. (2010). Intergenerational transmission of attachment for infants raised
in a prison nursery. Attachment & Human Development, 12,
375-393. doi: 10.1080/14616730903417011
Clark, T. T., Belgrave, F. Z., & Nasim, A. (2008). Risk and
protective factors for substance use among urban
African American adolescents considered high-risk.
Journal of Ethnicity in Substance Abuse, 7, 292-303. doi:
10.1080/15332640802313296
Collins, N. L., & Read, S. J. (1990). Adult attachment, working models, and relationship quality in dating couples.
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 58, 644−663. doi:
10.1037/0022-3514.58.4.644
Crawford, L. A., & Novak, K. B. (2002). Parental and peer
influences on adolescent drinking: The relative impact of
attachment and opportunity. Journal of Child & Adolescent
Substance Abuse, 12, 1-26. doi: 10.1300/J029v12n01_01
Danielsson, A. K., Romelsjö, A., & Tengström, A. (2011).
Heavy episodic drinking in early adolescents: gender-specific risk and protective factors. Substance Use & Misuse,
46, 633-643. doi: 10.3109/10826084.2010.528120
De la Rosa, M., Dillon, F. R., Rojas, P., Schwartz, S. J., &
Duan, R. (2010). Latina mother-daughter dyads: relations
between attachment and sexual behavior under the influence of alcohol or drugs. Archives of Sexual Behavior, 39,
1305-1319. doi: 10.1007/s10508-009-9498-2
De Lucas Taracena, M. T., & Montañes Rada, F. (2006). Estilos y representaciones de apego en consumidores de drogas. Adicciones, 18, 377-385.
Dornbusch, S. M., Erickson, K. G., Laird, J., & Wong, C. A.
(2001). The relation of family and school attachment
to adolescent deviance in diverse groups and communities. Journal of Adolescent Research, 16, 396-422. doi:
10.1177/0743558401164006
Drapela, L. A., & Mosher, C. (2007). The conditional effect
of parental drug use on parental attachment and adolescent drug use: Social control and social development
model perspectives. Journal of Child & Adolescent Substance
Abuse, 16, 63-87. doi: 10.1300/J029v16n03_04

ADICCIONES, 2014 · VOL. 26 NÚM. 1

85

Attachment and substance use in adolescence: A review of conceptual and methodological aspects

Randolph, K. A., Russell, D., Tillman, K. H., & Fincham, F. D.
(2010). Protective influences on the negative consequences of drinking among youth. Youth & Society, 41, 546-568.
doi: 10.1177/0044118X09333664
Ravitz, P., Maunder, R., Hunter, J., Sthankiya, B., & Lancee, W. (2010). Adult attachment measures: A 25-year
review. Journal of Psychosomatic Research, 69, 419-432. doi:
10.1016/j.jpsychores.2009.08.006
Rees, C. A. (2005). Thinking about children’s attachments.
Archives of Disease in Childhood, 90, 1058-1065. doi:
10.1136/adc.2004.068650
Rosenstein, D. S., & Horowitz, H. A. (1996). Adolescent
attachment and psychopathology. Journal of Consulting
and Clinical Psychology, 64, 244-253. doi:10.1037/0022006X.64.2.244
Schindler, A., Thomasius, R., Sack, P. M., Gemeinhardt, B., &
Küstner, U. (2007). Insecure family bases and adolescent
drug abuse: A new approach to family patterns of attachment. Attachment & Human Development, 9, 111-126. doi:
10.1080/14616730701349689
Scragg, R., Reeder, A. I., Wong, G., Glover, M., & Nosa, V.
(2008). Attachment to parents, parental tobacco smoking and smoking among Year 10 students in the 2005
New Zealand national survey. Australian and New Zealand
Journal of Public Health, 32, 348-353. doi: 10.1111/j.17536405.2008.00253.x
Thorberg, F. A., & Lyvers, M. (2010). Attachment in relation
to affect regulation and interpersonal functioning among
substance use disorders in patients. Addiction Research &
Theory, 18, 464-478. doi: 10.3109/16066350903254783
Tyas, S. L., & Pederson, L. L. (1998). Psychosocial factors
related to adolescent smoking: A critical review of the literature. Tobacco Control, 7, 409-420. doi: 10.1136/tc.7.4.409
Van der Vorst, H., Engels, R. C., Meeus, W., Dekovic, M., &
Vermulst, A. (2006). Parental attachment, parental control, and early development of alcohol use: A longitudinal study. Psychology of Addictive Behaviors, 20, 107-116. doi:
10.1037/0893-164X.20.2.107.107
Velleman, R., & Templeton, L. (2007). Substance misuse by children and young people: the role of the family
and implications for intervention and prevention. Current Paediatrics, 17, 25-30. http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.
paed.2006.12.002
Velleman, R. D. B., Templeton, L. J., & Copello, A. G.
(2005). The role of the family in preventing and intervening with substance use and misuse: A comprehensive review of family interventions, with a focus on
young people. Drug and Alcohol Review, 24, 93-109. doi:
10.1080/09595230500167478

and drug use during adolescence. Journal of Adolescence,
28, 665-669. doi: 10.1016/j.adolescence.2004.12.006
Lilja, J., Larsson, S., Wilhelmsen, B. U., & Hamilton, D.
(2003). Perspectives on preventing adolescent substance
use and misuse. Substance Use & Misuse, 38, 1491-1530.
doi: 10.1081/JA-120023395
Lloyd, C. (1998). Risk factors for problem drug use: Identifying vulnerable groups. Drugs: Education, Prevention, and
Policy, 5, 217-232. doi: 10.3109/09687639809034084
Main, M., & Goldwyn, R. (1992). Adult attachment rating and
classification systems. Unpublished manuscript, Department of Psychology, University of California, Berkeley.
Main, M., & Solomon, J. (1990). Procedures for identifying
infants as disorganized/disoriented during Ainsworth
Strange Situation. In M. Greenberg, D. Cicchetti & M.
Cummings (Eds.), Attachment in the preschool years: Theory,
research and intervention (pp. 121-160). Chicago: University
of Chicago Press.
Makariev, D. W., & Shaver, P. R. (2010). Attachment, parental incarceration and possibilities for intervention: An
overview. Attachment & Human Development, 12, 311-331.
doi: 10.1080/14751790903416939
McArdle, P., Wiegersma, A., Gilvarry, E., Kolte, B., McCarthy,
S., Fitzgerald, M., … Quensel, S. (2002). European adolescent substance use: The roles of family structure, function
and gender. Addiction, 97, 329-336. doi: 10.1046/j.13600443.2002.00066.x
McGee, R., Williams, S., Poulton, R., & Moffitt, T. (2000).
A longitudinal study of cannabis use and mental health
from adolescence to early adulthood. Addiction, 95, 491503. doi: 10.1046/j.1360-0443.2000.9544912.x
Miller, T. Q., & Volk, R. J. (2002). Family relationships and
adolescent cigarette smoking: Results from a national longitudinal survey. Journal of Drug Issues, 32, 945-972.
Molnar, D. S., Sadava, S. W., DeCourville, N. H., & Perrier,
C. P. K. (2010). Attachment, motivations, and alcohol:
testing a dual-path model of high-risk drinking and adverse consequences in transitional clinical and student
samples. Canadian Journal of Behavioural Science, 42, 1-13.
doi: 10.1037/a0016759
Olsson, C. A., Coffey, C., Toumbourou, J. W., Bond, L., Thomas, L., & Patton, G. (2003). Family risk factors for cannabis use: A population-based survey of Australian secondary school students. Drug and Alcohol Review, 22, 143-152.
doi: 10.1080/09595230100100570
Petraitis, J., Flay, B. R., & Miller, T. Q. (1995). Reviewing
theories of adolescent substance use: Organizing pieces in the puzzle. Psychological Bulletin, 117, 67-86. doi:
10.1037/0033-2909.117.1.67
Poikolainen, K. (2002). Antecedents of substance use in adolescence. Current Opinion in Psychiatry, 15, 241-245.

ADICCIONES, 2014 · VOL. 26 NÚM. 1

86

