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This issue of The Link explores Bonding, Attachment and the Role of 
Temperament.  One of the most important things we do in Healthy 
Families New York is support parent-child attachment. Every day 
Healthy Families staff help parents learn about temperament, and 
the impact it has on the parent-child relationship.  

With this issue we hope you will þnd motivation for your efforts to 
strengthen families and communities through promoting positive 
parent child relationships.

Understanding Bonding, 
Attachment and the Role of 
Temperament
Ellen Butowsky, PCANY-Healthy Families Training and 
Staff Development

We’ve learned that what makes the biggest difference in the lives of 
at-risk children is a solid relationship with a caring, supportive adult.  
While important at all stages of development, a strong, secure relation-
ship is especially important in the earliest years.  

Without a secure attachment in infancy, children are more likely to have 
difþculty forming relationships, and they may lack the conþdence and 
focus that is important for doing well in school. While secure attach-
ment doesn’t immunize children against all risks and challenges in life, 
it can certainly lay the foundation for better physical and emotional 
outcomes. Supporting these crucial relationships includes helping 
parents learn about temperament, and the interaction between their 
own temperament and their child’s.  

Bonding, attachment and temperament are terms we use often in 
our work.

Bonding refers to the parent’s experience with his or her baby. It is 
what happens between an infant and parent during the þrst hours 
and days after birth. 

Attachment is the relationship between parents (or other primary care-

giver) and their baby, and develops gradually over the þrst months and 
years, based on the parents’ sensitivity and responsiveness to the 
child’s needs.  A securely attached child knows that her needs will be 
met.  Just as important, the child is conþdent in her own abilities to 
make her needs known to those around her.  

Temperament, though inÿuenced by both nature (biology) and nur-
ture (the environment around the child), remains basically consistent 
throughout the child’s life. By understanding a child’s temperament, 
parents gain important information about how the child experiences 
the world and is useful for encouraging positive attachment.  

Understanding Temperament
Three Types of Temperament

Thomas, Chess and Birch (1968) identiþed three common tempera-
ment types: ÿexible, cautious and feisty, based on observable qualities: 
activity level, intensity of reaction, regularity, distractibility, threshold 
of responsiveness, approach to new things, adaptability, mood, and 
attention span and persistence. 

Lerner and Dombro (2004) identiþed þve key characteristics that 
include these qualities. Where someone falls on a continuum of low 
to high intensity for each of the characteristics helps identify whether 
they are ÿexible, cautious, or feisty, or somewhere in between.  

 1. Activity Level:  Is she always moving or do you notice her being still 
and taking in what’s happening?

 2. Intensity of reaction:  There are “low reactors” and “big reactors.”  
When something happens, for instance, she falls or is startled, how 
powerfully does she react? 
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Well, here it is, November and I feel like I didn’t even experience a summer.  The days are still 
warm but the nights have a chill!

I was so happy to see so many familiar faces and meet some new people at the Training Institute 
in Geneva this past June.  There were a few glitches in some of the scheduling and I appreciate 
all of your patience.  It was wonderful to see how we have grown as a program-to the point that 
we could take over a whole college campus!  I hope it provided you with an opportunity to get 
together, network, and learn new information, so that you could go back to your communities 
invigorated and ready to use this knowledge with your families.  We received many favorable 
evaluations on individual workshops as well as the overall institute, especially on the food!  
Thank for taking the time to complete them. 

As I am sure you know the state is facing difþcult þnancial times.  State economists are now, 
for the þrst time since 2003, forecasting that New York has ofþcially entered a recession. As 
we þgure out what this will mean for our families, it is important to keep focused on the goals 
of our program and to provide our participants with the best possible service we can provide.  

The Year 7 Evaluation has made great progress with its data collection efforts.  The Research 
Team has completed 689 interviews with the study’s original participants, 608 with their seven 
year old children, and more than 315 videotaped observations with the mother and child pairs.  
With a goal of re-interviewing 912 mothers and videotaping 450 observations, we are well 
on our way!  In addition, we are working on estimating program costs, and have completed 
extracting and coding the child protective services records that were needed for the sample.  
We hope to begin analyzing these data in early 2009.  

September was staff appreciation month here at OCFS. I would like to share how much I value 
the OCFS staff, their dedication to the families and children of New York State, and especially 
to the Healthy Families programs that we serve. Tina Williams, Maria Rosado, Terri Beers, and 
Tom Dwyer are among the þnest people with whom I have worked. Susan Mitchell-Herzfeld, 
Kim Dumont, and Kristen Kirkland, also OCFS employees, provide valuable information to help 
our program grow and better serve families.  Thank you to our Central Administration partners 
Prevent Child Abuse NY and the Center for Human Services Research.  Your knowledge, as-
sistance, and education are unsurpassable.  Lastly, my thanks and appreciation goes out to 
you, the staff of HFNY.  You are fantastic.  Thank you for all that you do to let parents know that 
THEY are the light in their children’s lives and that THEY make all the difference in the world 
to their child.  

Bernadette Johnson

Acting Program Coordinator

Healthy Families NY
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Julie is a former TV news anchor who gave up the glamour and stress 
a decade ago to move with her husband from the Midwest to New 
York State and become a full-time mother.  Today she is the mother 
of three boys, ages 10, 9, and 7, and works part time at a paying job.  
She and her husband Todd earned their stripes well before the birth 
of their þrst child after going through fertility challenges and a series 
of miscarriages.
I talked with Julie about her experiences recently and here are the bullet 
points from our conversation:
•	 3 boys; 3 temperaments
•	 Looking back, I could see it all coming
•	 Children are people!

The Link:  When did you þrst become aware that your children have 
different temperaments?

Julie:  My þrst child was easy-pregnancy and all.  I was super careful, 
very conscious of every detail and nuance.  I had to take hormones 
and get shots twice a day throughout the pregnancy.  I had gestational 
diabetes and was taking blood thinners and calcium; watching my diet 
like a hawk.  But after a series of miscarriages the pregnancy actually 
felt smooth and I welcomed it as my fulltime job.  Number 1 was an 
easygoing baby and I thought, ‘What’s the big deal, this is easy.’  With my 
second child, everything about him was a crisis.  During my pregnancy I 
was on bed rest, went to the emergency room twice with hemorrhages 
and to the Obõs ofþce often.  It turned out that we had lost his twin.  He 
is the child that slept when I was active and was active when I slept, 
so he turned my nights into days and days into nights.  I should have 
realized before he was even born how stubborn he was going to be-he 
was breach and they needed two doctors to turn him around in my 
belly.  But then delivery was great and breastfeeding was easy.  After 
the second son was born I saw right away that he was awake a lot more 
than the þrst.  He liked lots of stimulation; he wanted to take it all in.  If 
he had been the þrst there wouldnõt have been a second!
Number three started out a lot like number one but he got lots of atten-
tion from my þrst two.  They each had baby dolls and loved babies, so 
the new baby was very exciting for them.  When my third was a newborn 
my second was just learning body parts so I had to really pay attention 
to when he said, ‘Eyes…!’  Even now both older boys adore their little 
brother; in fact there is a little rivalry between them for his attention.  
For my husband and me our pregnancies were real projects.  Because 
we thought we might not be able to have children we had to invest a 
lot beforehand in thinking about what our relationship would be like if 
we weren’t ever able to become pregnant and these discussions really 
made us a team.  We thought of it as our “common crisis.”

The Link:  In our work we think of temperament as falling into three 
main types: fearful or cautious, ÿexible, and feisty.  What have you 
observed about your children?

Julie:  Our þrst son is deþnitely cautious.  He wonõt do something until 

My Three Sons…parenting the 3 temperaments]
Pam Balmer, PCANY, Director of Training and Staff Development

he knows he’s going to be able to do it well.  The second one we call 
our test pilot.  He’s the one who would say he’d like to bungee jump if 
you asked him.  So he’s feisty.  He’s actually a good model for the other 
two-he pushes them out of their comfort zones and gets them to try 
things they probably wouldn’t otherwise.  The third one knows himself 
so well.  He watches, thinks about it, and then decides either no, not 
yet, or sure, I’m ready.  And he’s the diplomat of the family.  I’d say he’s 
deþnitely a ÿexible child.  

The Link:  What does all of this mean for you and your husband as 
parents?  What temperaments would you say you are and how has that 
affected your parenting? 

Julie:  First of all parenting three children you are outnumbered so you 
have to be organized.  There has to be a decent amount of structure 
and really the thing is predictability.  And you have to know the kids.  
For instance you have to anticipate way ahead of time whether they 
are headed for the curb and how fast they might get there!   I am a 
feisty and so is my husband.  So my second child and I sometimes butt 
heads, but Iõve learned to be more ÿexible.  And my husband is an avid 
skier and thinks everybody should ski.  Our þrst son really wasnõt ready 
until the second one took off and proved that it was OK, and that was 
a little frustrating for my husband; he saw our son’s caution as rejec-
tion.  Another thing for us was that as a stay-at-home mom I became 
the expert and I actually got in my husband’s way.  I could do everything 
faster and better.  It took me a while to see that and relinquish the 
reins.  I was fortunate that at one point I was laid up with a knee injury 
and had to rely on my husband to care for the kids-and he did a great 
job.  I stopped managing his relationships with them and everybody’s 
relationship grew.  And I realized I was making my life harder than it 
needed to be by taking on the responsibility for everything.

The Link:  Have you thought about what might be in store for the future 
as they grow up?

Julie:  I can’t project who they will be.  I will grow into them as they grow.  
My husband and I want to create a home where they can be whoever 
they can be, and be who they are-and we want them to always be com-
fortable bringing their friends home.  We want them to want to be home.  
And it’s not about Gameboys and a TV in every room!  We laugh about 
everything and we play tons of games.  We demand respect for everyone.  
If someone is speaking you listen; if someone asks a question they get 
an answer.  If they talk about something that is important to them, it’s 
important to them. Children are people!  They are mirrors too-you see 
yourself reÿected back in them; you realize they are learning from you 
every minute.  So if I have a tantrum and yell I apologize; we all have 
tempers and get angry and that’s OK, but it’s never OK to hurt somebody 
else.   As they’ve grown up they’ve started making their own friends and 
we get to see more of who they are by who they hang out with.




