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Dedicated, of course, to Joni and to Campbell


If we could first know where we are, and whither we are tending, we could better judge what to do, and how to do it.

—ABRAHAM LINCOLN, THE “HOUSE DIVIDED” SPEECH, 1858

… we are always slow in admitting great changes of which we do not see the steps.

—CHARLES DARWIN, The Origin of Species, 1859

The trouble you don’t get into, you don’t have to get out of.

—HELEN C. BOYDEN, DEERFIELD ACADEMY
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Introduction

My Journey: On the Road to Raising Happy, Capable, Responsible Children

HUMAN BEINGS ARE BORN WITH A SET OF SIGNALS. CURRENT research suggests there are nine inborn signals: interest, enjoyment, surprise, distress, anger, fear, shame, disgust (a reaction to bad tastes), and dissmell (a reaction to bad odors). These are our earliest feelings. In time, these signals combine with each other and link up with experience to form our complex emotional life. Understanding these signals and how they work can make a world of difference for you and your baby. That is what this book is all about.

I’d like to introduce myself and describe how I came to be involved in the field of child development. I am a medical doctor, specializing in psychiatry and psychoanalysis. I enjoy sports, I love learning and, most important, I am the father of a ten-year-old boy. I think it is very important to help parents understand their children, so that these children might reach their full potential as happy, capable, responsible human beings.

From an early age, I’ve been interested in psychology—in part because as a child I had the sense that my well-meaning parents didn’t understand what I was feeling. When I headed off to college I knew that I wanted to major in psychology and then go on to medical school and become a psychiatrist. I received my psychiatric training in Chicago, and then went to Harvard University School of Public Health in Boston to study psychiatric epidemiology—the study of the frequency and distribution of mental disorders. While in Boston, I became fascinated with the idea of prevention—rather than just treatment—of emotional problems. The theme of preventing emotional turmoil grew even stronger when I began treating adolescents and doing research on teenage violence and suicide. However, there was another piece to the puzzle. I returned to Chicago to set up practice and train in child and adult psychoanalysis. I wanted to understand the emotional life of children and adults in real depth and use that understanding to help my patients.

Since then I have worked with children as well as adult patients. Some patients require as many as five sessions a week. I have found that this kind of intense work allows patients to understand themselves and make progress in ways that no other kind of treatment provides. Yet, I have remained focused on preventing emotional suffering. I wondered: “What if I had been able to see Erik [a twenty-five-year-old patient], when he was five, and had worked with him and his parents then?” “What if I could have seen Margie’s parents [a thirty-five-year-old woman with whom I worked four times per week for seven years with a very successful outcome] when she was an infant?” Could Erik and Margie have been spared the pain they struggled with as teenagers and adults?

I wondered how personalities were formed. I questioned how an individual’s inborn attributes contribute to his or her emotional development and what role the environment—parents, caretakers, and social context—plays in the emergence of emotional problems later in life. I thought it was not enough to help troubled families and children, not because they can’t be helped—they can make enormous progress in the quality of their lives—but because I felt compelled to find ways to prevent the problems from starting in the first place. I often recalled the words of Helen C. Boyden, a wonderful, wise woman who was my high school chemistry teacher: “The trouble you don’t get into, you don’t have to get out of!”

Remarkable successes have been achieved in the fields of psychiatry and psychoanalysis. However, in my opinion, we have come up short in two areas. First, we have not focused enough on prevention, and second, we have not done a good job of conveying to the public much of what is known in the area of child development. When talking about prevention of emotional problems, I am referring to the conflict, depression, and anxiety that can result from the misunderstanding and poor regulation of feelings; I am not referring to the major psychotic illnesses with biological components such as schizophrenia or bipolar disorder, although understanding these earliest feelings can help in those conditions as well. I hope my professional colleagues will appreciate that I am trying to convey in readable fashion various features of the preverbal affective world of the infant and caregiver and the tension-regulation issues involved.

During the twentieth century, research and clinical advances provided hope that prevention, not just treatment, of some aspects of emotional problems was possible. I immersed myself in data and theories about the way children’s emotions develop and how they communicate their earliest feelings. A number of researchers such as Ainsworth, Bowlby, Demos, Emde, Greenspan, Lichtenberg, Main, Panksepp, Plutchik, Schore, Spitz, and Stern have made significant breakthroughs in understanding the development and neurobiology of human emotions, and clinicians such as Basch, Freud, Gedo, Goldberg, Kernberg, Kohut, Modell and Winnicott have made significant advances in treatment of emotional problems in children and adults. Ultimately, the conclusions in this book are based on five sources of data: clinical work with adult and chil-dren; studies of infants; research on evolution; brain investigations; and the findings of early intervention and prevention programs.

The study of human emotions is extremely complex, and many perspectives, theories, and data exist (for example, see Plutchik’s The Psychology and Biology of Emotion and Panksepp’s Affective Neuroscience, listed in the Resources section). However, throughout this book I will focus on three scientists and their work. These three have been particularly influential in my efforts to help parents raise happy, capable, responsible children.

The first scientist is Silvan Tomkins. Tomkins produced a four-volume work titled Affect Imagery Consciousness, which is an extensive exploration of emotional life. Tomkins and his colleagues Demos, Ekman, Izard, and Nathanson built on Darwin’s work (e.g., The Origin of Species; The Expression of the Emotions in Man and Animals) and researched the inherited nature and development of human emotions. They concluded that all humans are born with biological responses to stimulation (affects, or signals), which provide for both communication and motivation, interact with each other, combine with experience, and determine how we act.

Daniel Stern, an infant researcher, is another major influence. His 1985 book The Interpersonal World of the Infant is a classic that changed how infancy is viewed. Stern emphasized that infants have significant social interactions from their earliest moments, and he demonstrated how parents’ early validation of—and responses and attunement to—their children has a profound influence on the positive development of emotional life.

Lastly, Alexander Meltzoff’s work has been a major influence on my thinking. Building on the earlier works of Darwin and Freud, Meltzoff and others have studied the tendencies of infants to identify with and imitate the important people in their lives. These complex research studies help us to understand the conscious and unconscious ways in which children become similar to and different from their parents.

During the time I was exploring emotions in infants and children, my wife and I had a son. As I spent time with other parents and their children, I found that the ideas of these researchers and clinicians made practical sense. All this information seemed to confirm that a child’s emotional character—whether confident, inquisitive, optimistic, loving, and self-confident, or suspicious, pessimistic, and defensive—is formed by a complex web of influences made up of a child’s genetic endowment, his earliest encounters with parents and the outside environment, and, later on, other experiences and developmental processes. But, most striking was my own realization that an understanding of the nine signals could make a positive difference in the development of the child’s emotional life.

In my work, I saw that focusing on the child’s signals could produce quite remarkable results. I remember a couple who stifled their five-year-old daughter’s expressions of distress and anger. They shamed her into bottling them up, making her feel that she was a terrible child for feeling anger at all. As a result, their little daughter became quite obsessive and inhibited. I could have prescribed medication, but I thought that talking with her and her parents and trying to understand her thoughts and feelings would ultimately be of most help. So, I worked to help the parents appreciate that their child’s signals for distress and anger were natural inborn responses hardwired in the brain and that these signals were necessary to convey certain information. Over time, the parents were better able to allow and encourage their daughter’s expression of these signals. Validating the child’s signals and learning how to respond to them appropriately eased the child’s—and the parents’—distress. This little girl responded quite positively to treatment.

These ideas about signals and feelings also seem to work with so-called high-risk families, that is, families whose children are at significant risk of developing emotional disorders due to poverty, poor education, and lack of parental understanding of how to raise children. David Olds and his colleagues in Colorado have developed brilliant, successful early intervention and prevention strategies with a focus on understanding and regulating feelings. Similarly, Deborah Gross and her colleagues in Chicago studied young children who were at risk of developing conduct disorders and antisocial problems. They concluded that helping parents understand child development and feelings significantly decreased the number of children developing these problems when compared with families without such help.

Over time, then, I’ve seen the ideas about the signals and feelings work not just with patients and children at risk, but with children and parents in everyday real life. If you maximize your child’s positive feelings—such as the signals for interest and enjoyment—and allow the child to express the signals for distress, anger, fear, and shame, and then you attend to the causes of those negative feelings, you’ll have a happier, healthier child and parent.

The first part of this book looks at how children are born with the innate capacity to express their feelings using a preverbal communication system of nine signals. It also explores how the environment influences a child’s feelings and expressions of those signals. Then the book asks you, as parent or other caregiver, to take time to examine yourself. You will have the chance to reflect on who you are emotionally and intellectually and to understand how you may influence the way your child develops.

The second part of the book explains each of the nine signals in detail and discusses ways in which parents and caregivers can respond wisely and appropriately to these signals.

It is my sense that all of us, all parents and caregivers—those who are at ease and those who are slightly bewildered, those who have already had three kids to learn from and those who are greeting their first child—can benefit from understanding the nine affects. And so do the children. The first twenty-four months of your child’s life is a time when your baby’s knowledge base is increasing by leaps and bounds, and it’s a time when yours is too.

However, this book is about more than infancy. It focuses on the nine inborn signals, the embryology of emotional life, and the interaction with the environment during the preverbal years. Yet the nine affects and patterns explored here have relevance for you and your child far beyond your child’s preverbal years—into toddlerhood, later childhood, adolescence, and adulthood. You may even find yourself understanding more about your own inner life and psychological dynamics. Parenthood is also a developmental stage in human life. You learn as you do, and the doing changes you and your child forever.


part one
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Understanding Your Infant … and Yourself



1
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Welcome to Baby’s World


[N]ature and nurture both play a role in all human behavior. Emotions are both the product of our evolution, particularly their physiology and expression, and of what we have learned, especially our attempts to manage our emotions, our attitudes about emotions and our representations of them verbally.

—Paul Ekman, ed., in the Introduction to Charles Darwin’s The Expression of the Emotions in Man and Animals

OTHER PEOPLE’S NEWBORN BABIES MAY SEEM LIKE PASSIVE, LITTLE loaves of bread—good smelling, nice to touch, but essentially just along for the ride. When you’ve got one of your own, however, you find out very quickly that they are intense, complex, vibrant little people. Even at their youngest, they gobble up sensory input and information from the outside world with enormous gusto.

Babies are social beings—not only do they need others to sustain their lives, they want and enjoy interaction with people. From their earliest days and weeks, they are sensing and then reacting to those around them. Granted, at first their outside world seems pretty small—a crib, a room, a breast, a pair of cradling arms—but that just makes the people who inhabit that tiny universe—mom and dad and other primary caregivers—all the more influential.

As parents of an infant, your mood, expressiveness, tone of voice, responsiveness, interest, and anxiety level all can have an impact on who your baby will become. Your child acquires communication skills and learns to express thoughts and feelings, to regulate tension and distress, and to feel confident or anxious, in large part through your behavior and your worldview. In so many ways, you influence your child’s emerging personality and emotional character.

But your child doesn’t simply absorb whatever you offer him, like a huge, thirsty sponge. He also “speaks up” and tells you what he needs, thinks, and feels. Every baby comes into this world with a lot of inborn characteristics and has a lot to say, even before he learns to talk.

How does he get his urgent messages across to you? Babies and parents set up a communication system right after birth. In place of words, a baby’s vocabulary consists of nine signals that express his earliest emotions: interest, enjoyment, surprise, distress, anger, fear, shame, disgust, and dissmell (aversion to unpleasant odors). A halting cry, a wail, a scrunched-up face, a calm, sweet snuggle—these are the earliest means of self-expression.

Those first expressions modify and grow as quickly as an infant does. During the first weeks and months of your child’s life, as you establish your relationship with each other, you will see that your little one is evolving into an independent personality with all the quirks and qualities that any one of us possesses as an adult. Watching this process of development is one of the delights—and challenges—of parenthood: The baby’s first smile fills you with joy, but a child’s anger or discontent may be bewildering and worrisome. Often, you may wonder just how your little baby came to be the person you hold in your arms.

Scientists and doctors, too, wonder about the complexity of a child’s development. Some say that nature is primarily responsible for personality and behavior, that genetic programming and biochemical processes predetermine character. Others say nurture is most influential in shaping our character, that we are highly moldable by environment, circumstance, and interaction with people. Both, it turns out, are correct to some degree: Nature and nurture have an important impact, sometimes one more than the other. The newest studies from Daniel Stern and other infant researchers clearly show what observant moms and dads have known for thousands of years: How a child turns out is the result of a complex web of inborn attributes, the quality of the parents’ caregiving, and the child’s life circumstances and experiences.

What does all this mean to parents? I believe it means that they should focus on the interaction between nature and nurture, that is, how the interaction between an infant and parent influences a child’s personality development. Why? Because interaction between parent and infant is what moms and dads have some control over—and it is what guides a child toward his or her emerging self-identity. As a parent, you can’t do much about genetics or what goes on in the world at large, but you can do a lot about how you and your preverbal child interact and how that shapes your child’s emotional development. Even though an enormous amount of emotional and intellectual development continues to take place after a child begins to talk, many habits of behavior and feeling can become ingrained in the early months of a child’s life.

Fortunately, there has been an explosion of research into child development in recent years, and scientists have come to see how important the preverbal years can be to a child’s healthy emotional development. They have begun to identify in more detail how the combination of a child’s inherent nature and the child’s experiences with parents and other environmental influences shapes a child’s emerging personality.

What Nature Contributes: The Influence of Genetics
 [image: Image]

As I’ve said, while every healthy child enters the world with the ability to express signals, each one has his or her own unique way of modulating those signals in reaction to what’s going on in the outside world. This individual reactivity and expressiveness is what is generally called temperament. One of the more prominent theories about temperament suggests that children are born with a preset activity level—reflected in the amount of motion, and commotion, a child expresses. Other inherent traits may include:


	An internal body clock—governed by various biological functions, including the sleep cycle, eating patterns, digestive functions, and moods.

	Each child’s approach to unknown circumstances—reflected in a child’s degree of shyness or boldness.

	Adaptability to changes in routine—reflected in a child’s flexibility and/or need for order.

	A child’s overall mood—reflected in an infant’s predisposition to be reflective, somber, laughing, shy, even depressive or aggressive.

	The ability to be persistent—reflected in an infant’s threshold of frustration or patience.


	A child’s sensory threshold—reflected in the level of sensitivity to sensory input such as colors or sound or flavors or light. Some children have extremely low tolerance for sound or are very bothered by lights; others seem not to be tuned in to flavors or to colors.

	The individual intensity of expression—reflected in a child’s expression of the basic signals.

	The ease of distractibility when upset—reflected in a child’s ability to control frustration, anxiety, anger, and impatience.


 
There is no doubt that inborn temperament exerts a real influence on a child’s character, but I am convinced that very quickly experience influences children’s emotional makeup. Some of their inherent emotional reflexes are accentuated, some diminished. It depends a lot on how the child experiences the world and how the world treats the child.

What Nurture Contributes: The Influence of Environment
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Three important environmental forces shape a child’s character. First, and most important, are parents and other caregivers. How a child’s emotional character develops is directly influenced by the reception she receives from those who are responsible for her welfare. Throughout this book I hope to show how understanding the nine basic feelings provides the foundation for enhancing emotional development. For example, let’s say a child who cannot tolerate loud noises is born into a household of quiet people who are fully committed to putting the needs of the child before their own whenever possible. They don’t listen to much music or raise their voices often. It’s just not their way. When their baby hears a loud crash on the street, she may cry, but chances are the parents recognize that the noise is startling and offer the child consolation and protection. That child will learn over time not to fear loud noises so much and will discover ways of handling unpleasant sounds. In time, loud noises may become less and less distressing.

On the other hand, a child who cannot tolerate loud noises may elicit anger from a parent who loves to play Beethoven’s Fifth at concert volume—and isn’t willing to put the baby’s needs before his own. In this situation, when Dad turns up the CD player, baby howls. And if Dad can’t control his anger over having his activity interrupted, then the child may not learn how to control her own reaction to the loud noise. In short, a parent who can’t get a handle on his emotions might not be able to teach his child how to get a handle on hers. That’s why whatever it is we are born with, how we emerge as an adult is also a product of the people and experiences we encounter from our first days in this world.

Culture also exerts an important influence on a child’s development. The social mores and customs may influence the way inner feelings develop in children and how they are expressed. Culture changes how men and women think about themselves and their relationships to others and how groups of people experience self-worth and feel optimism. Racism, for example, can erode a sense of hope and of self-worth; in many societies, attitudes toward the role and nature of women can contribute to a young female’s serious emotional struggles.

A third powerful influence is what I call unusual circumstances. Emotional or physical trauma, early loss of a parent, war, poverty, and violence exert enormous influence on how a child’s emotions develop, although they do not have the same impact on each child. Violence can breed violence in some, or create depression and passivity in others. But difficult circumstances do not condemn children to a troubled life. Occasionally, for reasons we cannot completely explain, some children who endure terrible circumstances or events are able to bounce back and thrive. And for many others, therapeutic intervention, when needed, can help shape positive emotional development even in the face of dire distress and unfortunate events.

You are about to embark on an exciting journey of discovery as you and your baby live, love, and grow together. Every day will reveal to you your baby’s emerging personality, and you will begin to see how it is formed through the combination of your child’s own innate nature and the influence of your nurturing.

This book, I hope, will help you on this journey of discovery—about your child and about yourself as an individual and as a parent—so that your interactions with your child will bring you a lifetime of happiness and deep personal satisfaction.

I took a similar journey as a parent and as a doctor. And that journey has made me passionate about the importance of understanding and responding appropriately to a child’s earliest expressions of emotion.
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The Foundation of Feelings: The Nine Basic Signals


Darwin proposed that there are certain innate discrete emotions that manifest themselves via distinct patterns of facial expression and postural muscle activity…. From Darwin’s point of view, emotions are basically adaptive and help to organize behavior in ways that increase the chances of survival…. There is evidence that the basic innate emotions are present in the neonate and are fundamentally the same in infants across cultures.

—Taylor, Bagby, and Parker, Disorders of Affect Regulation

Hallie is very expressive. Since she was three months old, whenever she’s hungry she makes a little fake coughing sound, “Huh, huh,” and then stares at me with a big open mouth. That’s pretty expressive. And if she falls asleep between us and then wakes up and is hungry again, she kicks me to wake me up so I’ll feed her. Now she’s six months old, and for the past couple of weeks, she’s been touching my breast when she wants some milk. If she’s upset, she scrunches her face and wails! This girl has powerful lungs. She’s so much more interactive with me than I expected. She really seems to be able to tell me what she is feeling and needing.

—Sheri, thirty-six, first-time mom

EXCITING RECENT RESEARCH SUGGESTS SOMETHING REMARKABLE: Your baby arrives in this world with the ability to express feelings and reactions using a preverbal language of nine innate signals. These signals are expressed through a combination of facial expressions, sounds, and body language. They communicate an infant’s responses to all kinds of stimuli, both internal, like a painful gas bubble, and external, like a funny noise or an angry voice. And they have been found in babies and adults of every culture studied so far.

From day one, these signals are the child’s language of need and want. And they are the basic foundation of an infant’s complex emotional character. They turn into feelings!

The nine signals can be grouped into two categories: signals of fun, which include interest, enjoyment, and surprise; and signals for help, which include distress, anger, fear, shame, disgust (an aversion to unpleasant tastes), and dissmell (an aversion to unpleasant odors).

Interest and enjoyment are positive signals; surprise resets the nervous system in response to rapidly occurring stimulation; and distress, anger, fear, shame, disgust, and dissmell are negative signals. The fact that there are more negative than positive signals appears to be an evolutionary phenomenon: It is more important for the child’s survival to be able to signal when it is in trouble than when it is not. (See Part Two of the book for more details on the individual signals.)

Understanding the Signals’ Meanings
 [image: Image]

I remember when our son was born. Sometimes I felt that I was doing a good job of understanding his moods and expressions, but sometimes it was hard to know just what he was trying to tell us. As he got older, at times things seemed even more confusing and complex. But as I began learning more about these nine signals and about the emotions that develop from them, things seemed to fall into place.

You may experience much the same thing. When you bring your baby home from the hospital, you may learn, rather easily, that she’s tired or hungry when she furrows her brow, lets out a plaintive cry, or frowns at you, with her mouth turned down. You’ll see that enjoyment is expressed with a smile and a twinkle in the eye. But as your child grows, her feelings become more complicated—“I’m hungry” and “I’m tired” are no longer the two main messages. She’ll begin to use signals to express everything from curiosity to disappointment, anger to love. And those may seem more difficult to decipher.

Well, luckily there is some solid research on how signals are expressed and what they mean. The human face—infant and adult—contains over twenty-five different muscles and is the main arena for exchange of these signals. Scientists using high-speed film, scans of the brain, and other methods have identified specific gestures, expressions, and sounds that are associated with each signal. Studies of infants document they will look at a human face above any other stimulus. And on that face, they will focus most on the area of the eyes, and next on the mouth. Infants are programmed to look for these facial expressions. Lively scientific controversy still exists over the exact number and nature of these built-in signals. For the purposes of this book the focus will be on the following nine.


	
Interest is shown with the eyebrows slightly lowered or raised, concentrated looking and listening; the mouth may be a little open.

	
Enjoyment elicits a smile, with the lips widened up and out.

	
Surprise is associated with eyebrows up, eyes wide open and blinking, and the mouth in an “O” shape.

	
Distress is revealed by crying, arched eyebrows, the corners of the mouth turned down, tears, and rhythmic sobbing.

	
Anger is shown by a frown, eyes narrowed, a clenched jaw, and a red face.

	
Fear is signaled by the eyes frozen open; skin pale, cold, and sweating; facial trembling, and hair erect.

	
Shame is revealed by the lowering of the eyelids, and loss of muscle tone in the face and neck causing the head to hang down.


	
Disgust elicits protruding lip and tongue.

	
Dissmell causes the upper lip and nose to be raised and the head to be turned away.


 
Furthermore, each one of these signals operates on a continuum from low to high: interest to excitement; enjoyment to joy; surprise to startle; distress to anguish; anger to rage; fear to terror; and shame to humiliation. By watching your own child day in and day out, you will see how signals can escalate. For example, the signal for distress may mean “I’m tired and hungry.” But simple hunger, expressed relatively mildly, may turn into anguish if you don’t understand and respond reasonably promptly.

Not only do unattended signals often intensify, sometimes they change into other signals. For example: If interest and enjoyment are belittled or dismissed out of hand, they may trigger increasing feelings of shame. (“There must be something wrong with me if I’m enjoying what mom says is bad.”) If distress intensifies, it turns into anguish; further intensification leads to anger.

Neurological studies have suggested that a child expresses one signal rather than another because the speed or quantity of different stimuli—such as hunger, a pretty balloon, or a loud noise—produce different patterns of neural firing and trigger different locations in the brain. For example, one hypothesis suggests any stimulus with a relatively sudden onset, such as a loud noise, will innately activate a surprise-to-startle response; if the stimulation does not have so sudden an onset, then fear is activated; and if the onset of the stimuli is still less rapid, then interest is elicited. In contrast, any stimulus that causes a sustained increase in the level of neural firing, such as a continuing loud noise, automatically activates a cry of distress; if the noise is sustained and even louder, it activates the anger response; and, conversely, any sudden decrease in stimulation would innately activate the smile of enjoyment (Figures 1-3 in the Charts appendix illustrate these patterns).

The affects of shame, disgust, and dissmell operate a bit differently. Babies may tend to express shame somewhat later than the other signals. Shame involves the absence of a confirming, validating response. Shame operates only after the signals of interest and/or enjoyment have been activated—and it acts to interfere with one or the other or both. In addition, shame, shyness, guilt, and discouragement may have an identical core, although later the child experiences them somewhat differently. Shame is about inferiority; shyness is about strangeness of the other; guilt is about moral transgression; and discouragement is about temporary defeat. Shame also appears intimately related to self-esteem. Many child development researchers suggest that the development of a healthy sense of self and self-esteem involves validation of the positive affects of interest and enjoyment and a growing sense of competency. Because the inappropriate and excessive use of shame hampers the signals for interest and enjoyment, shame erodes self-esteem.

Disgust and dissmell are considered to be survival responses designed to protect a child from harmful foods and odors. Disgust is related to taste and the gastrointestinal system; nausea and vomiting can help rid the body of dangerous substances. Dissmell involves the olfactory system, with the typical evasive maneuvers visible in infancy. The early warning response via the nose is dissmell; the next level of response, from the mouth or stomach, is disgust. Later, these signals are related psychologically to rejection and contempt. Such phrases as “this leaves a bad taste in my mouth” or “this has a bad smell to it” convey the link between the physiological affects of disgust/dissmell and psychological rejection and contempt.

It is also important to note that these nine signals don’t operate in a vacuum. They can trigger other signals and may interact with one another. For example, excessive distress, fear, or shame may trigger anger; and interruption of interest may lead to distress and then anger.
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We [emphasize] the role of early relationships in affect development and in the acquisition of affect-regulating capacities. These are complex developmental processes, however, that are influenced by other factors as well, including temperament and neurobiological structures and functions, and the reciprocal interactions between these endowments and the early social environment.

—Taylor, Bagby, and Parker, Disorders of Affect Regulation

When the infant’s caretakers act to soothe and hold it, the infant internalizes the qualities and functioning of its care-taking environment. This will have an effect on how the infant perceives and experiences danger, tolerates affects, and develops a capacity to allay its own anxieties.

—Ivri Kumin, Pre-Object Relatedness

You ask about crying—Jessie cried a lot. Sometimes it seemed nonstop. In the old days they would have said she had colic, now they attribute it to all kinds of problems with allergies, foods, exposure to smoke. She cried so much that it was impossible to know what she wanted or needed. It wasn’t until she was several months old that it stopped. By then both she and I were worn out. I have three other kids, eight, four, and two, and it’s been tough sometimes. With Jessie, who is six months old now, I have to make a special effort to pay attention when she cries or fusses. My inclination was to ignore it a little bit. But now that’s she’s getting bigger she can be consoled, I can actually do some good for her. I just have to learn not to shut down when she starts to crank up the volume. I have to remember she is sending me a message and I need to try to figure out what it is. Is she tired? Hungry? Sick? Anxious? Usually these days, I figure it out. And sometimes my other kids are a real big help in identifying the cause.

—Marie, forty, mother of four

ALTHOUGH THE SECOND HALF OF THE BOOK DEALS IN MORE DETAIL with each of the nine signals, I want to take some time here to talk about the process of learning to understand their meanings and responding to them. Becoming comfortable with your child’s expressions of the signals can provide enormous benefits to both of you: It helps the two of you establish a good relationship; it helps your child develop the ability to regulate tension and increases the feelings of happiness and security; and it can prevent all kinds of problems and enhance your child’s potential.
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