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Research protocol for a study into Attachment in adults with Intellectual disabilities; The development and preliminary validation of a new criterion Q sort scale.

Aims

To develop a new Q sorting task to look at attachment in Intellectual Disabilities

To further develop this into a questionnaire or interview that would be validated in a further study.

Scientific background

In the past years there has been an increasing interest in a developmental approach to psychopathology and mounting evidence that early parent-child interactions have a significant impact on the development of later vulnerabilities and difficulties with emotional regulation (Fox 1994). For example Clegg and Sheard (2002) showed that challenging behaviour in adults with Intellectual disabilities could be tracked to and possibly be the result of early attachment difficulties in a cohort analysis of 54 school leavers with severe Intellectual disabilities. Further Janssen et al 2002 showed that children without attachment relations are more likely to develop maladaptive ways of regulating stress in their lives.

One model of attachment is the Dynamic-Maturational Approach (Crittenden, 2005). Attachment behaviour in infants enables care givers to protect and comfort them. When adaptive strategies are used mothers become competent at listening to their infants needs and the child feels safe and comfortable. A sensitive mother will help the infant modulate its arousal from aroused crying to calmly. Crittenden (2005) argues that as an infant and during childhood we learn adaptive ways for coping with relationships to keep ourselves safe, to get the comfort and emotional regulation we need. Research suggests that early attachment relationships predict later relationships thus secure infants are more likely to become secure adults (Clegg and Sheard 2002).
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Literature on attachment has focused on adult and child relationships but there is an emerging base of research in intellectual disabilities especially looking at children and autism. Several studies have presented patterns of secure and insecure attachment among children with Intellectual Disability (ID). For example Van Ijzendoor, Schuengel, & Bakermans-Kranenburg (1999) summarised that for the total group of children with neurological abnormality including children with autism, Down syndrome, cerebral palsy, cranial and other abnormalities, the authors found significantly fewer children to have secure attachment. Research has also shown that more children with ID have an increased number of risk factors that may contribute to developing insecure attachments such as abusive histories and difficulties in early parental interactions due to the nature of the disability. The relevance of this was outlined by Waters, Posada, Cromwell, & Lay (1993) who showed that temperament, attachment and socialization make independent contributors to disruptive behaviour. 

However, at present there is no measure developed with the adult ID population in mind although attachment measures have been developed with neurotypical adults in mind such as the Adult Attachment Interview (George, Kaplan, & Main, 1996), the Adult Attachment Behaviour Q Sort (Wampler, Riggs, & Kimball, 2004) and Kobaks Adult Attachment Q set (Kobak, Cole, Ferenz-Gillies, Fleming, & Gamble, 1993).

For the purpose of this project Intellectual disabilities does not include those with Co-morbid Autistic Spectrum Disorder.

Participants

Participants will be recruited via special interest groups within the North West and via email advertisement through the three universities that host the doctorate of clinical psychology, University of Manchester, University of Lancaster and the University of Liverpool. 

At the special interest groups, the first researcher will attend the meeting and will give information on the study to the attendee’s. This will be done through brief presentation of the research background and through informal discussion. After this, participants will be free to contact the researcher about their participation. Participants will be given a further information sheet and will be have at least 24 hours in which to decide to take part in the study.

Participants recruited via university settings will be professionals or researchers known to the university through their involvement with the Doctorate in Clinical Psychology and/or through their research interests. They will be recruited via email. This email will outline the research background and methodology and what is required of the individuals who choose to take part. Participants will be free to contact the researchers to gain more information about the study and will be given at least 24 hours in which to decide to take part.

Inclusion for the study requires participant to be educated to at least degree level and be a professional or researcher who can demonstrate a special interest in attachment and/or Intellectual disabilities. 

Written consent will be obtained from all who take part in the study.

Procedure (see attached Flow chart)

Prior to the recruitment of participants two steps should have been accomplished. The first is the gathering of existing Q sort material pre-validated and pre-used with attachment as their basis. Additionally, researchers involved in the study will be canvassed for their professional views of what constitutes secure attachment in this population. From this statements will be gathered to complete the second pre-participant step.

The second step involves the materials outlined above. These materials will be gathered and the researcher will create discrete descriptions of each characteristic described, so that statements should not overlap in concept.  Statements that include challenging behaviour will be omitted as they could potentially confound the dataset with this population. A set of around 100 statements is desirable in the past literature.

Participants will then be recruited. Once recruited, participants will be asked to complete the Q sort. Participants will be asked to familiarise themselves with the statements on the cards. Written instructions will be provided to each participant as well as verbal instructions. Any questions about procedure can be asked. The participants are then asked to distribute the cards into three piles that represent statements that fit well, statements that fit somewhat and statements that are not applicable or that do not fit well with an image of a securely attached adult with intellectual disability, thus producing three piles of cards. Next these three groups are subdivided into three consecutively numbered piles. As a result 9 piles are created that range from “does not fit well at all with an image of a securely attached adult with an intellectual disability” to “fits very well with the image of a securely attached adult with intellectual disability”. Composite Q sort definitions will then be created by averaging individual raters’ placement of the cards. Attachment ID Q sort scales can then be constructed from the 20 items rated as most salient for each construct. A questionnaire or interview could be developed as a result of this.

Timetable

Participants will be recruited by February 2009. A rolling data collection program will follow recruitment, so that those who would like to participate can take part in the Q sort after they have given the researchers informed, written consent, up until the required number of participation has been reached. Data will be analysed and a final report written between January and June 2009, depending on the data available.

Feedback of Results

Once all data has been collected and analysed, data will be feedback to participants via peer review journal and researcher attendance at the special interest groups from which the participants where drawn. A research summary can also be sent to individuals involved in the research.

