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Children’s Love: 
Attachment and 

Development Needs

1
=

From my years as a counselling psychologist working 
with families in both Western and Eastern urban 
cultures, I have been most intrigued by the devotion 

children have for their parents. Even children who are 
physically and emotionally abused by their parents would 
often choose to cling to them. These children long for their 
parents’ acceptance and approval. While they do not want 
to be hurt, they would still rather have their parents with 
them than be cared for by others. Now, I am not implying 
that such an attachment is normal nor is it necessarily a good 
thing. I am just saying that this pattern has been frequently 
observed. What this does suggest is that our children love 
us immensely and have a deep longing for our love. This 
opportunity for life-long impact and a life-giving bond 
between parent and child is a special privilege granted to all 
biological parents. You have the first opportunity to connect 
deeply with a brand new life, and the chance to have a very 
significant impact on that child’s life. Every infant from the 
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law remarked that your children were manageable until 
you came home. Often, their “acting up” is their way of 
seeking your attention. Interestingly, some parents are not 
convinced that their children truly love them. In protest, 
they say, “If my children really love me, why are they giving 
me such a hard time? Why don’t they just listen to what I 
say?” Sometimes, children are most resistant with a parent 
because of their deep security in the relationship. Certainly 
no stranger would tolerate misbehaviour of the same kind. 
Also, some misbehaviour occurs because the child doesn’t 
yet know how to communicate his needs appropriately. 
Your child might hit you but really, what he wants is for 
you to hold him. It takes some observation, and much trial 
and error to know how to help a child contain himself 
emotionally. But it often begins with the parent showing 
that he really DOES care, and DOES want to try and help.

Have you noticed how your child clings to you even 
as you are disciplining him? The sight of a parent wielding 
a cane should be cause for a child to disappear. However, 
a young child will cling to his parents’ limbs despite the 
threat of punishment to demonstrate a desperate need for 
his acceptance. Every young child wants to be loved by his 
parents and anything that suggests the possibility of losing 
this approval is a threat to his sense of self. 

Children Need Security

Every normal child born into this world is equipped with a 
natural desire for emotional connection with his parents. It is 
because of this great desire to be loved by the parent that he is 

moment of birth hungers for his 
parent’s touch the way his body 
needs nourishment. That is why 
studies show that babies who have 
been left in institutions where they 
were rarely touched often failed to 
thrive. The absence of consistent 

connection with an attentive human being depletes a child’s 
will to live. Young children need to know that there is 
someone in this world who cares deeply and will look out 
for them. 

Children Need Acceptance

Every normal adult, adolescent and child I have encountered 
has exhibited the same need for parental acceptance and 
approval. How they think their parents feel about them has 
a great impact on how they come to feel about themselves. 
When I say that your child loves you, I mean that he needs 
you. How you love him back will let him know how he is 
being valued as a human being. That is why young children 
have been observed to be “most demanding” when they are 
with their own parents. Of all the adults and potential care-
givers around them, it is their own parents’ attention that 
matters most to them. 

Recently, while my extended family was vacationing 
at an island resort, I noticed that while enjoying the pool 
together, the children whined the most when their own 
parents were in the pool with them. You may have had 
that experience before, where your maid or mother-in-

Young children need 
to know that there is 

someone in this world 
who cares deeply and 

will look out for them. 
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born need to connect with his mother and father. Similarly, 
adopted children at some time in their lives often wonder 
about their biological parents. It is natural that they question 
the circumstances that led to their adoption as it is part of 
the process of forming an identity and a sense of self-worth. 
There is such a strong propensity to know and to be known 
by one’s parents that even children who have been removed 
from abusive parents harbour some hope of reunion and 
eventual acceptance. 

Jeff ’s father, a travelling entertainer, left home when he 
was just eight years old. His father started a second family, 
leaving Jeff ’s mother to raise five children on her own. Jeff 
resented his father for abandoning him and lived with a 
deep longing for a father-figure to fill his life. Jeff ’s story is 
not uncommon. Adults who grow up with an absent parent 
in the home spend much of their lives seeking affirmation 
and nurturing from others to fill a deep void within. There 
is a deep insecurity that underlies their relationships because 
of early parental rejection.

When your child first entered the world, you didn’t 
have to earn his love because he had a built-in need for 
you. However, some parents who work outside the home 
or frequently travel naturally feel insecure about their 
relationships with their children because of the many hours 
spent away from their children. Often they lavish their 
children with gifts to make up for their absence. Personally, 
I do not think that such behaviour is necessary. A child’s 
deep longing can be filled simply with just a little undivided 
attention. His non-material needs cannot be met by material 
gifts in the long run, regardless of how splendid they are. 

incredibly vulnerable. A child’s built-in need for his parents’ 
love means that as parents, we have the capability to do much 
good as well as great damage. Parents who realise this see the 
incredible amount of leverage we have over our children. 
The challenge before us then, is to learn how to nurture 
this relational need so that we have strong bonds with our 
children in order to influence them in a direction that is 
good for them and that will benefit the world in the long run. 
We want to leave such a deep impression on them that they 
will always be guided by wisdom when they make decisions, 
whether we are physically present with them or not. 

The two primary motivators that shape our children’s 
behaviour are love and fear. We can either exert influence 
over our children’s decisions by instilling fear of certain 
consequences in them or by appealing to their love for us. 
Here, I am not advocating the manipulating of behaviour. 
What I am suggesting is that you are in a much better 
position to influence your child when you have a strong 
relationship with him. When he knows that you love him 
because of the way you show him consistent care, he will be 
more trusting. When he is able to trust you implicitly, he 
will more likely concede to your wishes. A child enters the 
world with total trust in his parent but confidence in that 
relationship can only be fostered with time. If a parent is 
inconsistent and unreliable, a child quickly learns that his 
world is unstable and he becomes insecure.

Children Need Your Presence

Earlier, I mentioned that every child seems to have an in-
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Children Need an Attachment Figure

Some years ago, I met a very successful businesswoman 
and social activist for lunch. She was highly respected in 
her city. When it came to her children’s upbringing, she 
rightly concluded that all they needed was a constant care-
giver. The only problem was she was not that care-giver, 
and neither was her husband. We all know that children 
much prefer to have their own parents attend to them 
than anyone else. Grandparents are great help, and some 
babysitters and domestic helpers are very skilled. But it isn’t 
just the physical care-giving that a child needs. All children 
seek to belong. The person who most consistently cares for 
them will eventually become the child’s attachment figure. 
But when that attachment figure is not his parent, he will 
always sense something missing in his life. When a parent 
figure is missing from his life, the child will go in search for 
someone else to fill that void. That is why some children go 
astray. It is their search for someone to belong to that leads 
them into the hands of unscrupulous influence. 

Every child longs to be known and understood. When 
a parent is present, a child feels comforted and secure. The 
businesswoman I mentioned earlier was right. All children 
do need is a constant care-giver, and it is the constant care-
giver who imparts to the child a sense of self. If the care-
giver is affectionate, the child feels loved. If the care-giver 
attends to the child, the child feels secure. This is the basis 
of a secure attachment between parent and child. 

Some parents who are aware of the attachment 

As human beings, we have all been created with a need to 
relate. The primary context of a child’s development is his 
first relationships. By design, that primary relationship is 
meant to consist of his own parents.

I read with great sadness about the plight of families 
with mothers who elect to work overseas for years in order 
to support their families left behind in their countries of 
origin. After years of saving up hard-earned money for 
their children’s education, they face resentment from their 
children who only longed for their physical presence. 
So whenever I have the opportunity to speak publicly to 
parents, I always add a reminder, “Of all the presents you 
can give to your children, there is nothing like your own 
presence!” Our children do want our company but we 
should avail ourselves to the fact that the day will dawn when 
they will no longer want us around anymore. Just ask the 
parents of any teenager or young adult. What I am getting 
at is this: there is a time to connect and a time to separate. 
Developmentally, children want and need their parents’ 
physical presence for a short period of time. Then, as they 
approach adolescence, there is a greater need to separate 

from parents as they explore their 
own values and identities. Our 
opportunity to make the deepest 
impact is time-limited. During 
the early years between infancy 
and pre-adolescence, we need to 
connect with our children while 
they still want us.

Our children do want 
our company but we 

should avail ourselves 
to the fact that the 

day will dawn when 
they will not want us 

around anymore. 
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Can any care-giver be “as good” as a parent though? In 
other words, are there appropriate substitutes? The answer 
is yes and no. Yes, any adult person can provide a child with 
adequate stimulation and respond to his physical needs. 
However, a child will come to understand himself and 
others through the eyes of the care-giver. What a child is in 
relation to the care-giver matters. A child will come to see 
himself the way he thinks his care-giver sees him.

Children Need to Belong

The questions of identity, “Who am I?” and “What am I 
worth?” are best answered by a parent because only a parent 
can meaningfully say, “You belong to me.” The innate need 
within a child that provides every parent with an incredible 
head-start in the parent-child relationship is the need to 
belong. At the beginning of life, only a parent can give a 
child an adequate sense of belonging. Eventually, this 
parent-child relationship forms the basis for a child’s sense 
of self-worth.

Knowing we belong gives us a sense of worth and 
helps us in the important developmental task of identity 
formation. My father passed away in September 2006 after 
a year’s battle with leukaemia. Just two short months after 
laying his body to rest, I attended the funeral of my uncle 
and I was struck with how differently I felt. Although I 
could identify with the sorrow of my cousins, the grief I had 
felt at my own father’s funeral had been intensely different. 
The two experiences were vastly different because I had had 
very different relationships with each person mourned. I 

between their children and maid resort to changing their 
hired help every two years. While this effectively disturbs 
the attachment process, it also leaves the child void of an 
attachment figure if his parents do not themselves fill that 
role.

Choosing convenience, some parents have their 
children cared for by others during the first six years of 
their child’s life, thinking erroneously that they only need 
to assume responsibility at age seven when the child begins 
formal education. The foundational years for relationship-
building have been lost and the parents no longer have a 
basis for influencing their child. They are not familiar with 
the child — his preferences, interests and habits, yet they 
expect to exert influence over the child. These parents have 
little leverage over their own child because the child does 
not feel connected emotionally to them. In my practice, I 
often have such troubled parents bring their children to be 
“fixed”. I always tell the distressed parents that they are the 
key to their own children, and that I am no miracle worker. 
Instead, I work with these parents to re-establish the bonds 
that are so necessary for influencing the child. When a 
child feels connected to his parents and wants to love his 
parents in return, he will be more motivated to comply 
with his parent’s wishes. What I frequently end up doing in 
counselling parents is helping them repair their relationships 
with their children so that trust can be re-established. Once 
a secure base is in place, parents find their children much 
more cooperative and loving. Over time, they begin to 
understand that the key to motivating the child is in their 
parent-child relationship. 
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A Child’s Crucial Years

Children form strong attachments in the early years of their 
development. Infants as young as six weeks old are able to 
recognise their mother’s voice. You want a strong bond with 
your child from a very early age because it is the emotional 
relationship that will allow you to influence his decisions 
as he grows up. Don’t make the mistake of believing that 
anyone can replace you. A competent maid can cook, 
feed and care for your child adequately, but the emotional 
needs of a child should ideally be attended to by a parent. 
Children have the capacity to form significant relationships 
with different people over different life stages. However, 
their need for a parent-figure remains constant. Even after 
the tension-filled adolescent years, adult children recognise 
their need for parental acceptance and approval. That is why 
long after a parent dies, we miss him or her dearly. The death 
leaves a void in our lives that no other figure can fill. So I 
ask my toddler, almost on a daily basis, “Why does Mama 
love you?” and answer for him, “Because you belong to me!” 
Then I ask him, “How much does Mama love you?” and 
reach out with a big, tight bear hug and say, “Soooo much!”

What makes the first five years of a child’s life so 
crucial is the formation of a foundation for life. A child 
is learning so much in these early years about self and the 
world. As a parent of a school-going child, I look back on 
the early years with my daughter and am grateful for the 
time we were able to spend together. As children in urban 

belonged to my father in a way that I did not belong to my 
uncle, and that made all the difference. 

Beyond basic necessities for physical survival, food, 
shelter and clothing, all children need a sense of belonging 
that will help them thrive, give them a reason for being 
and propel them with direction in life. A deep sense of 
belonging gives a child a secure base for growing well. Every 
human child needs a sense of security that comes from being 
anchored in two key aspects: love and truth. Addressing 
the first of these needs, Dr. John Bowlby, psychiatrist and 
author of the classic work Attachment, Separation and Loss, 
identified parental care in the earliest years as being of vital 
importance for the future of a child’s mental health. A basic 
need of every child is finding safety in nurturing care-givers. 
Love is ultimately what gives meaning to a young child’s life. 
Hence, it came as no surprise when a survey conducted by 
the Institute of Mental Health in Singapore (Tan, 2006) 
revealed that children who were looked after primarily by 
domestic helpers or at day-care centres were twice as likely 
to develop mental health problems than those looked after 
by their own parents. Surely we have underestimated the 
importance of our roles as parents in outsourcing child-
care responsibilities. As I mentioned earlier, even children 
who are abused by parents form a deep bond with them. 
An abused child’s intense longing for parental approval and 
acceptance results in an attachment of the insecure type, 
but it is an attachment nonetheless.
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survival than any other organism on earth. This observation 
alone should alert us to the place of parents in a child’s life. 
Why is there this prolonged period of dependency?

Children Need Conscious Parenting 

What is required for internalisation of controls? Your values 
can only be imparted when you are present to communicate 
their importance. Nothing teaches like your personal 
example. How you exercise self-control over your own 
appetites provides training for your child to control his own 
impulses. We all know from our own parents’ examples that 
the kinds of lives they led are pivotal in helping us determine 
what was most important in the early stages of our lives. 
My own parents led a frugal lifestyle for many years. They 
did not freely indulge in overseas vacations until all their 
children were grown and had left home. The consistency 
of their decisions impressed deeply upon me the difference 
between “needs” and “wants”. 

The problem with our busy lives is that our good 
intentions can be hijacked by immediate concerns and 
needs. We might have started out in life with some ideals 
about the kind of family we 
aspire to raise but along the 
way, demands from many 
corners may have caused us to 
make compromises that result 
in us deviating far off from the 
intended course. If we travel 
long enough along a trajectory 

If we travel long enough 
along a trajectory that 
is slightly deviated at 

the beginning, we can be 
totally off course at the 

end of our life’s journey. 

=

contexts commence formal schooling, they are constantly 
being moved from one activity to another. They are hurried 
in the morning and rushed to bed at night, with a flurry of 
activities throughout the day. There is precious little time 
for thoughtful conversations and exchanges because those 
things take time. Without opportunities for reflection, it 
is difficult to consolidate any information. So how is he 
processing his world? It is a great challenge to stay in touch 
and remain familiar as they grow up.

It concerns me greatly that many affluent couples have 
outsourced the most important tasks to hired hands. As 
parents, we have the awesome responsibility of being the 
initial and primary force that defines for a young life what 
reality is and ought to be. There is so much wrong in this 
world that we have to play an active part in helping our 
children learn what it will take to be good stewards of this 
earth in their lifetime. Our children need a sense of purpose 
that will guide them forward, not just to be “productive” 
people but wise stewards of the earth’s resources who will 
leave this world a little better than they found it. They need 
to know their place in this world, and it isn’t just to consume. 
They need to know HOW to live and how to determine 
what is worth spending their lives on. A sense of purpose 
will guide their destinies and it is not something you want 
them to grope about and to discover on their own.

In raising children of character, we must consider our 
design. There is a good reason why children are given to us in a 
helpless and utterly dependent state. The human child, in fact, 
is a creature with the longest maturation period of any living 
being, requiring far more care, assistance and training for 
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that is slightly deviated at the beginning, we can be totally 
off course at the end of our life’s journey. Thus, we need to 
take time to evaluate ourselves periodically and then make 
necessary course corrections in the light of our final goals.

Questions for Reflection & Discussion

The bottom line is: do you know what really matters to you? 
Take a few minutes now to answer the following questions 
before you proceed:

When it comes to where my time, money and energy 1. 
go, __________________________ seems to be the 
most important thing in my life.
What I want most for my child(ren) is: ____________2. 
At the end of my life, what will matter most to me is:3. 

_____________________________________________

If you were able to answer the above questions, you are 
already off to an excellent start in reviewing your life’s efforts. 
Since you are still reading this book, it is obvious that your 
children feature highly among your priorities and how they 
turn out matters greatly to you. Your own awareness of what 
matters most to you is important because your children 
are picking it up from you, whether you realise it or not. 
If you have a warm relationship with your children, your 
values may be passed on more easily. If, on the other hand, 
your children resent what they experience in your life, they 
may choose to react against what they see in you in the long 
run. 


