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The history of man for the nine months 
preceding his birth would, probably, be 
far more interesting and contain events 
of greater moment than all the three 
score and ten years that follow it.

Samuel Taylor Coleridge (1885)



Why look at the prenatal period as mental 
health educators/practitioners?

• The study of the prenatal environment are shown to have long-term 
negative impacts on offspring behavior and health. 

• Both the prenatal and early postnatal periods are targets for 
innovative preventative and intervention strategies.

• Pregnancy and the early postnatal period are times of both great 
opportunity and considerable risk, and their influence can extend 
over a lifetime.  

• APPPAH | Association for Prenatal and Perinatal Psychology and Health (birthpsychology.com)

• (217) Dr. Catherine Monk: The Mother-Infant Relationship Before Birth & Why it Matters – YouTube



Tasks of Pregnancy
• Acceptance of the pregnancy

• Developing an emotional affiliation with the baby

• Recognition of the baby as a separate individual (Caplan, 1960)

• The bond between a mother and her child is developed and 

structured during pregnancy….  At birth there is already a sense 

of shared experience, shared history, and shared time on an 

intimate and exclusive plane. 



Traditional Prenatal Visits 

 Mother’s weight, blood pressure, urine specimen

 Fetal heart tones

 Measuring size of uterus

 Neither pre-term birth nor inter-uterine growth restriction can be 
effectively prevented by prenatal care in its present form (Lu, 
Tache, & colleagues, 2003)



• The relationship between the 
mother/father and the fetus is not 
always assumed. They think 
pregnancy but not “baby” until 
birth.

• Prenatal attachment is concerned 
with the development of feelings for 
the baby, different than investment 
in the pregnancy.  (Moulder, 1994).

• One can take care of self physically 
during pregnancy but not 
necessarily embrace a baby within.

Sroufe, A., & Klostermann (2022) The path to one's own personality: 
How attachment experiences shape us throughout our lives



Attachment and transition to parenthood: 
gender differences

• Women’s experiences of attachment and transition to parenthood
• Women’s journeys often begin once the diagnosis of pregnancy is confirmed. 
• Baby ‘becomes real’ over time. 
• Physical as well as an emotional attachment to baby.

• Men’s experiences of attachment and transition to parenthood
• Men have a cognitive relationship to their unborn baby.
• Baby often does not ‘become real’ until after the birth, for many men that 

process may be impeded by breastfeeding.
• Transition often not completed until the baby is present in the extra uterine 

environment. 
• Murphy, M., Savage, E., et. al.. (2020). Trying to conceive: An interpretive phenomenological analysis of couples’ experiences of 

pregnancy after stillbirth. Women and Birth. http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.wombi.2020.10.016  
• mgt.murphy@ucc.ie



Mentalization

• Being held in another’s mind is 
crucial for the therapeutic 
relationship

• Help parents visualize a baby 
“already present” an “inside baby”

• When the “It” becomes “You” the 
dialogue begins



Prenatal 
Parenting 
Model of 
Intervention 







First Trimester



Second Trimester “Sorting Out”



Emotional development is the foundation of 
language and cognitive development

• Imagine a baby rocking 
up and down with each 
breath the mother takes

• Imagine a baby 
listening to the sound of 
someone reading to his 
brother or sister

• Imagine stroking the 
mother’s abdomen and 
the baby feeling the 
gentle touch



• Preterm Labor

• Loss in a Multifetal Pregnancy



Preterm Birth: Inwardizing

• Loss of control of the pregnancy and 
parenting their baby

• Thrown into “expansion”

• NICU is a task-oriented environment
• Lack of normal time interacting 

“normally” with infant (holding, 
feeding, etc.) because interactions are 
based on medical needs of infant

• Preemies have a harder time engaging 
socially due to development delays

• Cues are more difficult to read by 
parents (babies less able to 
communicate and parents more 
stressed)



“Neurotic fitting together”

• Grief over loss of normal pregnancy and sense of self as
mother: “My body failed me”

• Anxiety: Waiting for the other shoe to drop

• Mother and partner perceptual differences 

• Lack of validation for feelings of loss of normal 

pregnancy, especially when it’s a “healthy preemie”

• Mismatched attempts of support from family and friends

• Challenges to breast feeding- extended pumping

• Sibling can feel neglected



• By 36 weeks gestation 
behavioral states are  
established in 80% of 
normal fetuses  

• There is a difference 
between emotional
reaction to the fetus 
versus reaction to the 
pregnancy



• How labor and birth was 
perceived by the mother 
AND father

• Baby's journey

• Expectations

Expansion into the Outside World 

Birth Story



Birth Trauma
• Birth trauma is a term used to describe 

babies who have had a difficult labor or 
birth or may need medical intervention.

• Induction of Labor 
 Restriction of fluid and food

 Pitocin 

 Increases C-birth

• Difficult pushing stage 

• Cord around the neck

• Assisted birthing
 Vacuum

 Forceps

• Deep suctioning immediately after birth 

• Separation from mom and dad

Treatment 



The Knee Baby 
Sibling 

Any sibling under three is called a 

knee baby—the parents have one 

baby in their arms and another child 

at their knee that still needs to be a 

baby. Developmentally, they still 

need to be cuddled and understand 

they are not necessarily ready to be 

called a BIG brother or sister until 

they are ready.



Relationship Disruptions

• NICU is a task-oriented environment

• Lack of normal time interacting “normally” with infant 
(holding, feeding, etc.) because interactions are based on 
medical needs of infant

• Preemies have a harder time engaging socially due to 
development delays

• Cues are more difficult to read by parents (babies less able 
to communicate and parents more stressed)

• http://www.cehd.umn.edu/CEED/onlinecourses/prematurebabies.html.



Parenting in NICU

• Grief over loss of normal pregnancy and sense of self as
mother: “My body failed me”

• Anxiety: Waiting for the other shoe to drop

• Mother and partner perceptual differences 

• Lack of validation for feelings of loss of normal 

pregnancy, especially when it’s a “healthy preemie”

• Mismatched attempts of support from family and friends

• Challenges to breast feeding- extended pumping

• Sibling can feel neglected


