
ÅUnderstanding Infant Mental Health:

- Attachment and the infant

- Promoting the relationship

- Infants and trauma
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Why early relationships are important

People become who they are by a combination of 

nature and nurture: 

ïeach influences the other, 

ïnature pre-sets our brains for experience with 

other (nurturing) human beings

Infantsô brains and bodies grow best when their pre-

wired emotional needs are met  particularly in the 

early years



Feeling Attached ð

Parent & Infant Mental 

Health 

Attachment 

Updated Feb08

© Copyright 2005 Children, Youth 

and Womenôs Health Service, 

South Australia 

So are we talking ñMotherò here?

Yes and no

Nature never intended the isolation bit

Motherôs network is her current life, her past life, and the 
current culture!

Also it is an interactional partnership between mother and 
infant, and between mother father and infant, and between 
other family members and infant

Winnicott: There is no such thing as a baby!



Cooper, Hoffman, Marvin & Powell, 2007
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What is parenting about?

Love and limits: care, control and consistency

Baby learns by patterning

Baby learns how to regulate emotions from parents: 
probably through adrenal/pituitary/hypothalamic 
pathways

REFLECTIVENESS and the opportunity to reflect
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What does a good mother do?

Tunes into her baby:

ïApprox 30% of the time

ïGood visual gaze ïalso touch, smell, sound, 

taste

ïA multiplicity of experiences in the setting of a 

secure base
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What influences parents to nurture well

Their own upbringing ïsecure attachment 

relationships in their own early life

Current stability and good health: caring partner 

and extended family, mentally and physically 

healthy, sufficient economic security, local and 

national safety, political support

Multiple other issues: eg pregnancy at right time 

and with right partner?
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And whatproblems develop if things stay 

awry?

Cognitive: learning, intellectual

Social-emotional: relationships, behaviour ïneural 

networks develop which regulate childôs response 

to stress and capacity for self-control  nb 

ADD/ADHD

Failure to thrive
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Attachment theory: 

John Bowlby

Mothersareprimed to provide care & 

protection (safe haven) forher infant(s)

Infant is primed to send cues to mother for 

protection

So this what developsé



Protect me 
Comfort me
Delight in me
Organize my feelings

Circle of Security
Parent Attending to the Childôs Needs

I need 
you to

Support My 
Exploration

Welcome My 
Coming To You

I need 
you to

Watch over me
Delight in me
Help me
Enjoy with me

I need 
you to

I need 
you to

Always:be BIGGER, STRONGER, WISER, and KIND.

Whenever possible:follow my childôs need.

Whenever necessary:take charge.

©1998 Cooper, Hoffman, Marvin & Powell

circleofsecurity.org
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infant brain development 

Brain is small and immature at birth ïmost of 

development happens in first 2-3 years of life

Brain development is experience-dependent: 

infantôs are hardwired to be in relationship with 

others (Schore, 1997)
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The Infant Brain

Hindbrain    midbrain      forebrain

Growth depends on experience
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Parentôs role
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THE INFANTôS BRAIN (continued)

Rates of nerve cell growth and number of connections 
between cells depends to significantextent on nurturing 
parenting

Probably also type and mix of neurotransmitters influenced 
by style of parenting 

Effects on eg gastrointestinal symptoms in later life
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Brain Development

At birth               6 yrs old 14yrs old

Rethinking the Brain , Families and Work Institute,  

Rima Shore, 1997.

Slide from Dr Frazer Mustard, SA Thinker in Residence
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Letôs get this one out of the way:

Girls and boys are different!

Girls ñamplitudesò different to boys

Girlsô right brains different to boys

Boysô left brains different to girls

And yes: probably mothers differ with girls 

and boys ïmany factors
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infant social emotional development

Video: 

Getting to know you
(NSW Institute of Psychiatry)

../../../../../../../Current%20Trainers%20PP's/Getting%20to%20Know%20You/VIDEO_TS.IFO
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attachment classifications
(can reliably be made by 18mths)

Secure attachment:approx 60%

infant seeks comfort from parent, is easily &quickly 

comforted, infant then can explore

Insecure-avoidant attachment: 25%parent is less 

comfortable with óbottom halfô, infant has to work out how to 

comfort self alone

Insecure- ambivalent attachment : 15% parent is 

less comfortable with the ótop halfô, less able to support 

exploration
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attachment (cont)

Disorganised attachment: disruption to the

attachment patterns and overlays the  patterns described

Is present in up to 80% of infants where there is abuse and 
family violence

Mothers are described as ófrightened and frighteningô the 
mother is both the source of comfort and fear

Strategy for seeking connection breaks down

Infant canôt find an organised way of soothing themselves 
or calming down

Some may have no pattern of attachment
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Video

Troubled parenting
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infant behaviours

Infants display clearly observable behaviours

that indicate attachment difficulties:

Insecure avoidant attachmentïwithdrawal, passivity, 
gaze avoidance, failure to thrive, limited vocalisation, 
emotionally under responsive, interact easily with 
strangers/avoids parents

Insecure ambivalent attachment ðunsettled with sleep 
&/or feeding, difficult to settle, irritable, reflux/gastric 
distress, hyper vigilance, difficulty separating from parent
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adult attachment

Infant attachment patterns continue uninterrupted into
adult life in 75% of people

adult attachment patterns can be reliably measured using 

the óAdult Attachment Interviewô (Ainsworth 1978, Main 

1990)

Then Parents parent as they were parenting or the exact 

reverse
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So what are kids getting from a secure 

base?

A strategyfor calming down

Encouragement to explore

And of course role modeling of how to do 

things/how to treat other people

A sense of their place and belonging in the world
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observing the mother-infant

keep in mind the context and culture

observe over more than one visit

how is the infant interacting with mother and vice 

versa?

how does the infant gain comfort?

how happy are they to explore?


