
Harlow's Monkey Experiment

THE HYPOTHESIS
Harry Harlow challenged Cupboard Theory - the belief that infants only love mothers because

they provide food. He proposed that contact comfort matters more than nutrition for attachment.

THE EXPERIMENTAL SETUP

Wire Mother
Bare wire mesh cylinder
Could dispense milk from bottle

Cloth Mother
Soft terry cloth covering
Could dispense milk from bottle

THE GROUNDBREAKING RESULTS
Time Spent with Each Mother:

Cloth Mother: 17-18 hours per day
Wire Mother: Only 1 hour per day

This pattern held even when the wire mother provided all the food!
Monkeys fed quickly then returned to cling to the cloth mother.

CONTACT COMFORT
The physical and emotional need
for touch and soft tactile contact.
Key Finding:
Touch is a fundamental need.

THE FEAR TEST
When frightened by a mechanical
toy, monkeys ran to the cloth
mother for security - regardless
of which mother provided food.

ETHICS AND CRITICISM
Severe Ethical Problems:
Infant monkeys separated from mothers caused trauma
Pit of Despair - isolation chambers induced severe depression
Many monkeys suffered permanent damage and self-harm

Positive Outcome:
Led to stricter animal welfare laws (1966)
Established IACUCs for research oversight
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