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Welcome 
everyone!

Housekeeping 

You might like to introduce yourself in 
the chat, letting people know where 
you work 

We welcome questions/comments in 
the chat 



The theme:

‘Including infants 
in children and 
young people’s 
mental health’

The goal of this year’s IMHAW theme is to 
encourage everyone working in children and young 
people’s mental health policies, strategies and 
services to think about and include babies. Children 
and young people’s mental health should refer to 
the mental health of all children from 0-18 and 
beyond, but too often it is focussed on older 
children. There is a “baby blindspot”. We are 
encouraging everyone to think and talk about infant, 
children and young people’s mental health, and to 
consider how babies’ mental health needs can be 
met.



• What is Infant mental health and why is it so 
important to ensure services include babies? 

• To acknowledge that Infant mental health starts in 
Pregnancy and develops within a responsive 
relationship with a primary caregiver 

• Am example of Treatment of Parent infant 
Psychoanalytic Psychotherapy

• What do Parents and families understand about 
Infant mental health ? 

• What can happen if babies and their families are 
not supported with their mental health in the early 
years? 

• What next? We welcome your views – how do we 
Include infant mental health in our planning, 
delivery, and provision of services. 



What is infant 
mental health 

• A capacity for a baby to experience, regulate and 
express emotions, and to form close and intimate 
relationships. To be able to explore the 
environment and learn. 

• To be able to communicate, to be able to play, and 
to have a fundamental experience of feeling ‘safe 
enough’ as to be able to be themselves 
authentically, and feel accepted for who they are. 

• All these capacities develop within a safe lively 
relationship with a primary caregiver and are 
essential for development and preventing mental 
health difficulties for the future. 
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https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Newborn_infant.jpg
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Why does 
infant mental 
health 
matter?
1001 critical days

https://youtu.be/n-DgyinHL5c

https://youtu.be/n-DgyinHL5c


How might we 
imagine the 

experience for 
the baby?

• In utero – completely dependant inter relationally on the 
mother’s body and state of mind,  (both bodily and psychically) 
what she takes in, her experiences and her responses and how 
this impacts on the neurobiology of the baby

• Being born and the first breathe – what is it like for the baby to 
experience this new world, air, gravity, to have to wait for a feed, 
to ‘not know’? A baby takes in the world through all the senses

• Dependency : a baby is born into an absolute state of dependency 
requiring the mother to be highly sensitive to, and preoccupied 
with her baby – ‘primary maternal preoccupation.’ Described by 
Donald Winnicott - at any other time, like an illness. The mother 
is the baby’s environment, extending to include the father, other 
primary carers and siblings

• Is both powerless, and powerful in their communications and so 
impact. Evoke strong and powerful feelings in primary caregivers. 

• The relationship between the physical and the psychical - the 
baby takes in both the physical experience, and the emotional 
experience e.g. not just taking in the food, but the experience of 
being fed, how is the baby held for example?

• Consistency/unpredictability/rhythm important for baby 

• Full range of emotions e.g. Frustration/joy/rage/excitement

• Every baby is different and is born with his/her own innate 
qualities – baby will communicate and initiate – wait, watch and 
wonder – giving space to their baby in the relationship



The world according to mother…..and 
father…it takes a village to raise a baby

‘There is no such thing as a baby ... if you set out to describe a baby, 
you will find you are describing a baby and someone.’ (Winnicott, 1947)

‘there’s no such thing as a mother and baby without a father’ Sebastian 
Kraemer 
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Primary 
Relationship as 
key – ‘I’m just a 

mum’ 

Tolerate the infantile state of their baby – babies evoke 
raw primitive powerful, messy, feelings, an experience of 
vulnerability, of powerlessness, of panic, of pain, of not 
knowing

Identify with the baby sufficiently to imaginatively 
understand their needs

To see their baby as a human person with feelings and 
intentions separate to their own – (mentalizing)

To be able to regulate her own emotions in the context 
of high emotion

To validate her babies range of feelings 

To encourage her baby to explore and enjoy other 
relationships

To continue to meet the babies demands day in day out 
with the feelings of enslavement that go alongside this

To possess reflective functioning in relation to the baby

Able to respond to their baby’s communications so that 
he/she experiences a sense of being understood and 
contained.....that the baby feels that his physical and 
mental states have been responded to in such a way as 
to make him feel safe – sense is made of his/her 
internal experience
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Relationship 
starts in 

Pregnancy –
‘the world 

according to 
mother’

The mind body connection and the impact of stress - some examples 

• An increase in stress hormones can lead to secretion of leptin 
which impacts on appetite and food intake. Stress hormones 
impact on the propensity of the foetus to store fat around the 
tummy, increasing chances of obesity (mid pregnancy between 14 
and 23 weeks)

• Alcohol most damaging in the first few weeks. Serious impact on 
foetal brain – smaller brains, less ability to connect right and left, 
less capacity in learning, paying attention, as well as empathising 
and communication with others (Maier and West 2001, Cockburn 
2013) 

• Babies exposed to more cortisol have been shown to be more 
irritable and prone to crying more 

• Lower birthweights (Vrijkotte et al 2009 )

• Neural pathways are myelinated – coated with a slippery sheath to 
ensure that nerve signalling is up to speed, enabling messages to 
whiz along more quickly. 
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Pregnancy – ‘the inside story’

The inside story is the mother’s internal personal feelings, hopes, fears, memories and thoughts in 
response to her pregnancy and to her baby as Raphael-Leff (1993) describes: 

‘For the duration of pregnancy a mother must share her body with another who is always there, 
even in her most private moments, who interrupts her thoughts and disturbs her sleep, forces her 
to change her eating, working, and toilet habits, and alters activity patterns of a lifetime’ 

‘An imaginary baby is juxtaposed on the embryo implanting in her 
fertile womb’ 

This inside story, the mother’s psychological experience, connects with the biological experience for 
both mother and baby, her stress levels, her reactions to her pregnancy, her relationships, and her

developing relationship with her baby.  
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Treatment 
provided: 

Parent infant 
psychoanalytic 
psychotherapy 

during 
pregnancy

• Lindy,  professional, first baby

• Referred during pregnancy as not forming a 
relationship with her baby in utero 

• Experience of painful miscarriage impacted on 
relationship of new baby in utero

• Felt like new baby was an intruder in the context of 
not having mourned her first baby

• Painful feelings of grief and shame 

• Difficult relationship with own mother – doesn’t 
like to feel vulnerable or depend on others so 
difficult for her to ask for help
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What can get 
in the way of a 

healthy 
relationship for 

parent and 
baby

• Previous losses, including abortions, pregnancies, babies and 
their relationship to these – have they been mourned? 

• Baby unplanned/unwanted/worried about gender

• Concerns around siblings – loss of relationship/reminder of 
own sibling relationships 

• Relationship with own parents/including loss of parents

• Adverse childhood trauma (ACES) – this is complicated. 
Experience of the traumatic event is mediated by supportive 
secure trusting relationships and fundamental experience of 
safety, Event, Experience, Effect. 

• Experience of premature birth 

• ‘Ghosts in the nursery’ – Fraiberg et al – identity and 
relationship with own mother/father/caregivers/being 
little/dependant comes under review

• Difficulties in the change from being a couple, a two, 
become a three.  What does this evoke for parents?

• A lack of support around the parent/s/ stigma to the reality 
for parents

• Incapacity to put the needs of the baby as a priority as not 
had their own needs put first/ a parent’s own mental health

• Substance misuse – may increase  to self soothe 
fathers_suffering_from_substance_abuse.pdf (fnf.org.uk)
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What is this 
like for the 

infant?

• Difficult for them to make sense of the feelings that 
they have – this can feel scary, and induce anxiety 

• If they don’t have an experience of being soothed 
and supported with emotional regulation, how can 
they then go onto be able to self regulate, or 
soothe themselves?

• If feelings cannot be received by the parents/adults 
around them, they learn to keep their feelings to 
themselves, with accompanying feelings of 
isolation, shame, and difficulties in communicating 
their experience

• If there is no curiosity in feelings, then it is difficult 
to be able to reflect on one’s own experience, and 
to understand one’s own needs
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Treatment 
provided: 

Parent infant 
psychoanalytic 
psychotherapy   

• 23 year old mother – struggles in adolescence and 
separation from own mother/parents

• Felt unable to soothe herself/regulate own 
emotions

• Becoming a parent to a ‘second’ baby reminded her 
of own difficult sibling relationship 

• Experience of unhelpful adult relationships 

• Struggling with relationship with her baby – unable 
to claim her baby 



Perinatal 
service 

supporting the 
infant’s 

environment 

• Peer support – sharing experiences with other 
mothers, helping mothers to feel less isolated, 
normalalising experiences, helping to reduce 
anxiety 

• Nursery nurse support – developing parents 
confidence, and supporting their relationship with 
their baby, through baby massage, baby yoga, 
helping with play, ready to relate cards

• Medication – helping parents with extreme 
discomfort and suffering

• Compassion focused therapy – helping parents 
understand why they might feel as they do

• CBT – helping mothers to understand and cope 
with their anxiety

• Parent infant Psychotherapy 

• Assessment and Care planning – to help scaffold a 
mother and baby’s experience together through 
this period 
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Growing an 
emotional 

brain 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hVN0YzBVAKQ

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-ND

http://specialedandme.wordpress.com/2012/12/09/different-types-of-children-with-aspergers/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nd/3.0/


Bibliography 

Joan Raphael-Leff – Pregnancy – The inside story 
Karnac 1993

Sue Gerhardt – Why love matters: how affection 
shapes a baby’s brain (2nd edition 2015) Routledge

Stephen W.Porges – The pocket guide to The 
Polyvagal theory: The transformative power of feeling 
safe 2017 W.W Norton and Co

Selma Fraiberg, Edna Adelson, and Vvian Shapiro –
Ghosts in the Nursery Journal of the American 
Academt if Child Psychiatry Vol 14. 1975c pp387-402

Sebastian Kramer – Narratives of fathers and sons: 
‘there is no such thing as a father’ Routledge 2016

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA

http://atodorov.org/blog/2017/05/28/top-7-lessons-from-134-books/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/


Why does 
infant 
mental 
health 
matter

1001 critical days 



The 
argument for 
investment 




