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‘Strange Situation’ procedure

Abstract. Based on a Japanese longitudinal study, three assumptions underlying use of the
‘Strange Situation’ procedure are examined with respect to their universal validity. Sixty
12-month-old infants were assessed by means of the original procedure and their develop-
ment followed until their 42nd month. Contrary to the key assumptions, (a) the stress
aroused by the procedure went well beyond the moderate level for the Japanese infants, and
some were pushed from type B to type C behavior by the procedure; (b) infants did not
clearly exhibit avoidant behaviors toward the mother at the reunion with her, resulting in no
type A babies; and (c) the insecurely attached type C infants overcome their ‘disadvantage’
by the 32nd month at the latest. These ‘dissonant’ findings are interpreted in terms of Japa-
nese customs of child-rearing and interpersonal interactions.

The purpose of this paper is to examine
the universality of a few of the key assump-
tions underlying use of the ‘Strange Situa-
tion’ procedure, based on a Japanese longitu-
dinal study. Though cross-cultural applica-
tions of the original procedure have focused
on differences in distributions of A, B, and C
types of attachment, this paper is concerned
primarily with the question of the appro-
priateness of the procedure for Japanese sub-
jects. Though the distributions of types vary
with kinds of subjects even within cultures,
as reviewed by Van IJzendoorn and Kroo-

nenberg [1988], the distributional difference
itself offers no problem. Rather than casting
doubt on the universality of the ‘Strange Sit-
uation’ procedure, the difference might re-
flect the validity of the procedure as a mea-
surement tool, provided there is the under-
standing that the procedure works in essen-
tially the same way in each culture. Thus, an
important issue in comparison of different
groups is whether the key assumptions on
which the ‘Strange Situation’ procedure has
been constructed are valid for other cultures
or subcultures than the °‘original’ one to
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which it was applied, that is, American mid-
dle-class Caucasian home-reared infants and
their mothers.

Some of the implicit assumptions on
which the ‘Strange Situation’ procedure and
its associated theory are based are revealed
when the procedure is applied to Japan’s
very different, non-Western yet highly mod-
ernized culture. Examination of these as-
sumptions, it is expected, will advance our
understanding of the procedure.

Key Assumptions Underlying the
‘Strange Situation’ Procedure

In addition to the basic rationale, that is,
that the quality of an infant’s attachment
toward the mother is represented mainly by
the mother’s effectiveness as a secure base
for coping with stress, the ‘Strange Situation’
procedure is based on at least the following
three assumptions: (1) The secure-base func-
tion of attachment will work effectively
when the infant is under ‘mild’ stress, in-
duced by an unfamiliar laboratory situation,
a female adult stranger and being left alone.
(2) The quality of attachment will be identi-
fied by behaviors at the reunion with the
mother rather than by those during separa-
tion. Specifically, whereas the securely at-
tached (type B) infants are easily soothed by
the mother’s return even if the procedure has
aroused some distress, the two groups of
insecurely attached infants are characterized
by insufficient or maladaptive behaviors at
the reunion: Type A infants avoid contact
with the mother after the separation, and
type C infants express behaviors resistant to
her. (3) Securely attached, type B infants will
have an advantage in their future develop-

ment over their insecurely attached types A
and C counterparts.

To anticipate the conclusion of this pa-
per, the Japanese data described here seri-
ously question the universality of these as-
sumptions.

Behavior of Japanese Infant-Mother
Pairs in the ‘Strange Situation’

The original, unmodified ‘Strange Situa-
tion’ procedure was administered to 60 12-
month-old (range 11;17-13;11) first-born
Japanese infants (31 boys and 29 girls) and
their mothers, who were participating in a
large longitudinal study. Our subjects were
from typical intact urban middle-class fami-
lies. All the mothers were full-time and pri-
mary caregivers in nuclear families. Most of
the mothers were high-school graduates, and
most of the fathers were university graduates
and white-collar workers.

The results were analyzed following, and
compared with, those of Ainsworth et al.
[1978]. Several other authors — Tajima
[1987], Kanaya [1986], and Nakano et al.
[1986] — have undertaken analyses of these
data based on a somewhat different distribu-
tion of attachment classifications. In less
than 8% of cases, however, did real differ-
ences in classification exist, which is within
the normal range of interrater disagree-
ments.

Additional studies were carried out to
help us clarify the nature of the ‘Strange Sit-
uation’ procedure as experienced by the Jap-
anese subjects. The main findings were as
follows:

(1) Infants were classified into the con-
ventional types A, B, and C, according to the
original criteria. There were no significant
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Table 1. Behaviors of Japanese mothers and infants in the ‘Strange Situation’
Behavior US Japan Difference
% %

First reunion Infants cried when mother returned 42 37 NS
Infants stopped crying within 15 s majority 45 NS
Infants were held by mother 34 52 NS
Infants showed some initial avoidance 30 32 " NS
Mother went to her chair directly 41 41 NS
Infants were held for over 120 s 7 20 NS

Infant alone Infants cried at some times in episode 78 96 i
The episode was curtailed 53 90 A
The episode was skipped 0 10 e
Infants cried immediately when mother left the room 45 93 e
Infants were undisturbed by mother’s being out 4 0 NS
Infants were crying at the end of episode 58 91 i
Infants engaged in exploration 62 9 *

Second reunion Infants achieved contacts with mother within 15 s 78 100 xk
Infants showed some avoidance 47 17 ¥
Infants were crying at the beginning of the episode 53 79 ok
Infants stopped crying when held majority 58 NS
Infants were held by mother 89 100 o
Infants were not soothed by holding 9 33 o
Infants were in contact over 120 s 24 51 i
Infants manipulated toys 82 44 e

Numbers of subjects: US = 106; Japan = 60. *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01.

differences between American and Japanese
samples in distributions of securely attached
(type B) infants (68%) and insecurely at-
tached types A and C infants (32%). How-
ever, the Japanese insecure group consisted
of only type C infants; there were no type A
infants [Takahashi and Miyake, 1986; Taka-
hashi, 1986a].

(2) Japanese subjects were compared to
American ones with respect to 21 salient
behaviors of mothers and infants during the
first reunion episode, the infant-alone period
and the second reunion, all behaviors cited
by Ainsworth et al. [1978]. As shown in
table 1, there occurred 13 significant differ-

ences (0.05 level) between the 2 samples.
Though there were no significant differences
in any behavior prior to the mother’s depar-
ture, 12 of the 13 differences were significant
in behaviors occurring while the infant was
alone and following reunion with the moth-
er. Clearly, the Japanese infants were ex-
tremely disturbed, much more so than their
American counterparts, at being left alone,
and the upset carried over to the end of the
procedure. Ninety-six percent of our infants
cried; 79 % of the infants continued to cry at
the reunion with the mother. For 90% of the
subjects the ‘infant alone’ period was cur-
tailed because of the severity of the distress.
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Only 44 % of subjects exhibited exploratory
behaviors in the reunion episode, and only
17 % showed avoidant behaviors toward the
mother.

(3) Since the data suggested that the stress
aroused in the infant-alone period was
beyond the moderate level, further analyses
were carried out. Video records of behaviors
through the first reunion only were classified
into the conventional attachment types.
These analyses clearly indicated that the
Japanese infants shifted from type B to type
C behavior after the infant-alone period.
Prior to this, when there was less stress, 83%
of the infants were identified as type B.
When the videotapes of the remainder of the
procedure were analyzed, the number of in-
fants classified into type C doubled. Thus,
we assume that at least some infants, type B
in reality, felt so fearful on being left alone in
the procedure that they behaved like type C
babies from then on [Takahashi, 1986a].

(4) The Japanese mean scores on each of
5 ratings of interactive behaviors toward the
mother were very similar to those of the orig-
inal American subjects. However, the Japa-
nese infants tended to be rated higher on
the proximity-seeking/contact-maintaining
and resistance scales, and lower on the
avoidance scales. Above all, it was conspicu-
ous that only 3 of the 60 Japanese infants
scored over 4 points on the 7-point avoid-
ance scale, while American type A infants
achieved means of 5.92 (type A) and 4.70
(type A,) [Takahashi, 1986a].

(5) To examine whether ‘mild’ stress
yielded the same results as for American
infants, first, at the 16th month, about half
of the infants and their mothers were as-
sessed as to attachment pattern in a less
stressful situation at home. The video rec-
ords of these home separations were classi-

fied into the A, B, or C types as originally
defined. As predicted, the home separations
caused milder stress than the original proce-
dure, but there were no A types. Eighty-four
percent of the infants were identified as type
B and 16% as type C. Five infants shifted
from C to B, and 1 infant moved from B to
C. The degree of avoidance increased, but its
extent was still far less than among the
American subjects [Takahashi and Miyake,
1986].

(6) Second, subjects were presented the
‘Strange Situation’ again at their 23rd
month. Though the procedure has seldom
been applied to children older than 18
months in the US, considering the daily life
experiences of Japanese infants, it was ex-
pected that the stress caused Japanese 23-
month-olds in the infant-alone period would
be comparable to that experienced by Amer-
ican 12-month-olds. The expectation was
borne out. With being left alone now not so
stressful, the number of type B subjects in-
creased and the number of type C subjects
decreased; 81% were classified as type B,
and only 19% as type C. Fourteen subjects
shifted from type C to type B, whereas 5
moved from type B to type C. There were
again no type A subjects; most of the subjects
showed no clear avoidance toward the
mother [Takahashi, 1985].

(7) Our longitudinal data indicated that,
in experimental situations, consistent with
American data, type B infants behaved more
adaptively than type C infants, at least up to
the second birthday. At the 16th and 23rd
months, type B babies were more compliant
to the mother [Tajima, 1987], and at the
23rd month, they were more curious toward
unfamiliar objects [Nakano et al., 1986],
more socially competent, and had more ef-
fective relationships with an unfamiliar peer



Key Assumptions

27

[Kanaya, 1986] than type C babies. How-
ever, this advantage in adaptiveness of type
B infants disappeared after the 32nd month.
There was no superiority of type B over type
C infants in PPVT scores [Takahashi,
1986b], in compliance with the mother (at
the 32nd month) [Tajima, 1987], in social
relationships in everyday situations (at the
36th month) [Takahashi, 1986b], or in peer
interactions (at the 42nd month) [Kanaya,
1986]. Thus, the results indicated that,
among Japanese subjects, attachment type
can only predict children’s behavior in the
experimental situations when they are under
2 years of age.

To summarize, first, many of the Japa-
nese infants were extremely disturbed by the
stress aroused by the procedure, especially
by the infant-alone episode. Second, the in-
securely attached infants responded to the
mother’s return from what they likely saw as
her capricious leaving by resisting rather
than avoiding, and no infants were identi-
fied as type A. Third, the insecurely attached
type C infants were able to overcome their
developmental disadvantage by their 32nd
month.

Why Were Japanese Subjects Excessively
Disturbed by Being Left Alone?

The idea is well taken of mild stress as the
key to assessing how secure the base of at-
tachment is. It is plausible that in a highly
stressful situation, infants will attach to per-
sons to whom they would not ordinarily
want to direct attachment behaviors, and
that, in contrast, under weak stress or in a
nonstressful situation they will have no need
to exhibit any attachment behaviors. Thus, it
is assumed that only when the ‘Strange Situ-

ation’ procedure arouses moderate stress can
the procedure assess the quality of attach-
ment.

However, contrary to assumption 1, for
Japanese subjects the stress caused by being
left alone was beyond the mild level. Their
vulnerability to stress can be attributed pos-
sibly to characteristics of Japanese culture.
Contrary to American culture, in which
learning to cope with stress is seen as part of
healthy development, Japanese methods of
child-rearing strive to remove any kind of
stress [Befu, 1971; Caudill and Weinstein,
1969; Lebra, 1976]. For protecting infants
and very young children from stress, the
Japanese have long favored child-rearing
methods in which a caregiver is always near
the infant, such as co-sleeping, co-bathing,
and carrying the child on the mother’s back.
Even today some authors of child-rearing
books for parents recommend those tradi-
tional methods [Matsuda, 1987].

In fact, some empirical studies indicate
that families with young children continue to
use them. For example, Japanese children
usually do not sleep in a separate bedroom
from their parents. Young mothers reported
no hesitation in taking the baby into their
bed when the infant cried or asked to be fed.
In one local area of Japan, only 10 of over
300 kindergarten children slept alone in a
separate room [Mii, 1988]. Even in urban
middle-class families, 62% of 1- to 2-year-
olds sleep in the same room with one or both
parents [Takahashi, 1986c]. The customs of
carrying a baby on the back and co-bathing
also continue to be prevalent. All of these
traditional methods were likely used among
subjects in the present study. According to
interviews with mothers, during the preced-
ing month the infant had been left without
the mother (i.e., with father or grandmother)
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a mean of 2.2 times, and almost never had
been left alone.

Thus, Japanese culture treats ‘being left
alone’ in striking contrast to American cul-
ture. In Japanese culture, it is therefore plau-
sible that the extent of the strangeness of the
‘Strange Situation’, and the accompanying
stress, go way beyond the bounds of ‘mild’.
Some infants, identified as type C babies by
the procedure, even if ‘securely’ attached to
the mother, were too disturbed to be pleased
at the reunion with her. Instead, they re-
proached her by refusing any of her efforts to
soothe them.

The Japanese data thus suggest that it is
critical that an appropriate level of stress is
aroused by the procedure among subjects of
different cultures or subcultures. The data
indicate that cultural and/or individual sus-
ceptibilities to the stress induced by the pro-
cedure may influence the outcome of the
assessment.

Why Did Japanese Subjects Exhibit
Little Avoidance?

Contrary to assumption 2, the interactive
behaviors of Japanese mother-infant pairs
were characterized by low manifestation of
avoidant behaviors, which were criterial be-
haviors in classifying infants into type A in
the original procedure. The low intensity of
avoidance can be attributed to two features
of Japanese culture, having to do with inter-
personal interactions.

First, it is simply contrary to Japanese
culture to exhibit avoidant behaviors in in-
terpersonal interactions. Japanese students
involved in our research expressed their sur-
prise when they viewed the video records of
avoidant-type American infants. The Japa-

nese emphasis on the development of har-
monious modes of interpersonal interaction,
reinforced by a highly homogeneous society,
inhibits avoidant behaviors toward others,
as impolite modes of interaction. People are
expected to be very sensitive to others and to
direct their effort to maintain the harmony
of personal relationships [Weisz et al., 1984].
Achieving this harmony is one of the main
objectives of development. Children are
carefully socialized not to direct avoidant
behaviors toward others, because avoidance
can mean the break of previous connections.
Though 12-month-olds would be too young
to have become fully socialized in this re-
spect, they already would have had some
experiences of being discouraged from show-
ing avoidant behaviors.

Second, Japanese people predominantly
use proximal modes of interaction with in-
fants and/or young children. In fact, Japa-
nese infants were rated higher on the prox-
imity/contact-seeking scales than their
American counterparts. In addition, at the
reunion following the separation in the
‘Strange Situation’ procedure, most mothers
rushed to pick up their infants before their
infants exhibited any cue that they wanted to
be picked up. This behavior on the mother’s
part was so common as to suggest that the
mothers could not have had any idea of their
child’s being capable of avoiding them. It is
plausible to assert that infants simply cannot
avoid the mother in the Japanese style of
mother-infant interactions. It is likely that
Japanese insecurely attached infants resist
rather than avoid their mothers, because by
resistant behavior infants can express their
negative emotion while maintaining the es-
tablished relationship.

Thus, the Japanese data suggest, contrary
to assumption 2, that the diagnostic value of
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the avoidant behavior exhibited in the origi-
nal procedure must vary, depending on its
role and occurrence rate in daily life. In light
of Japanese customs, avoidant behaviors,
even when they are subtle, may be critical
and thus should be given important diagnos-
tic value, because avoidance goes against the
grain of the culture. By modifying the crite-
rial behaviors, we can identify at least some
type A subjects among Japanese infants.

Why Is Predictability of the Attachment
Types Limited among the Japanese?

The longitudinal data did not fully sup-
port assumption 3 with respect to the adap-
tiveness of type B infants. Regarding these
findings, three interpretations are offered.

First, as the American insecurely attached
types were mostly of type A, previous evi-
dence of superiority of securely attached in-
fants depended mainly upon comparisons
between type B and type A infants [Sroufe,
1979]. Therefore, strictly speaking, we have
not had enough data regarding long-term ad-
aptations of type C infants. From the Japa-
nese data, we can assume that the nature of
attachment of type C babies, who attach,
though insufficiently, to the mother and in-
sist on being near and having contact with
her, is such that these infants are not so
much handicapped in socialization as type A
infants, who avoid the mother.

Second, in view of the distress of Japa-
nese infants in the ‘Strange Situation’ proce-
dure, it may have been ability to cope with
the stress, rather than attachment itself, that
the procedure measured among Japanese in-
fants. The Japanese data, contrary to as-
sumption 3, indicate that attachment type
predicts adaptation in experimental situa-

tions only among very young children. This
result is readily interpretable if we assume
that among young children good perfor-
mance in experimental tasks requires ability
to cope with the stress of the experimental
situation.

Finally, though the rationale that the se-
cure-base function of attachment supports
healthy development may be correct, it may
be that the mother’s effectiveness in serving
a secure-base function well represents the
quality of attachment only in the American
culture, in which social independence or self-
reliance is emphasized in the child’s devel-
opment, and children, even infants, are
trained or encouraged to learn to cope with
the solitude of being alone [Befu, 1971]. In
such a culture, the A, B, and C attachment
types are likely to predict future adaptation
much better than they do in Japanese cul-
ture.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the Japanese data indicate
that the key assumptions of the ‘Strange Sit-
uation’ procedure are based on the child-
rearing customs of American middle-class
Caucasian families. Japanese studies suggest
that the basic assumptions should apply
flexibly to other cultures. An objectively
identical procedure does not necessarily
guarantee applicability to different cultures.
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