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PREPARTUM AND EARLY LIFE EXPERIENCES:

HOW THEY CAN IMPACT OUR LIVES

Presenter:  C. Michael Sandberg
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SENSITIVE AND EMOTIONALLY AVAILABLE CARE 
GIVING DEVELOPS

• A sense of others as dependably available and supportive

• A sense of themselves as worthy of attention and affection

• Generally positive expectations of intimate relationships
-- Impacts directly on:
• Attending
• Affect selection
• Memory evocation
• Behavioral responses to others in relationships
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BOWLBY

Development of an infant’s organization 
of attachment is based on real interactive 

experiences (as opposed to fantasies) 
with attachment figures. 
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Annie Murphy Paul – Fetal Origins
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Courtney Griffins on Epigenetics
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• Our bodies carry memories as well as imprinting, both 
conscious and unconscious, from our childhoods and our 
gestational period! 

• These experiences (both normal and traumatic) combine to 
form what in the field of infant mental health call your 
internal working model. 

• The internal working model can be very powerful (either 
positively or negatively) and long lasting! 

• Since the internal working model is generated in a social 
context, we have to consider both what the parents bring 
and what the child brings to the table.
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Some potential parental impacts:

• Circumstances around the conception
Planned? 

Quality of relationship with the partner?
Support system?

• Circumstances around pregnancy, labor and delivery
Pain?

Feelings about body image?
Role of partner if there is one?
Support system?

• Circumstances immediately postpartum
Post partum depression or baby blues

Does baby meet expectations
Gender based impacts
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Some potential child impacts:

• Temperament

• Sensory responses and needs

• Intrauterine and birth experiences

• Early post partum experiences
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ATTACHMENT THEORY:  REFLECTIVE 
FUNCTIONING

• Slade et al. (2005) suggest the quality of a parent’s attachment during 
childhood is less relevant to intergenerational transmission than a 
parent’s 

“capacity to reflect upon the internal experience of her child, and upon 
her own internal experience as a parent”
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The impact of trauma on this system:
• Feelings of helplessness – The child is so busy feeling internally, 

that being present in a dyadic interaction becomes much more 
difficult. 

• Lack of safety – Safety and trust are closely related. Trust is a 
cornerstone of parent/child relationships

• Shame – Shame or guilt make you feel unloveable and 
unworthy.

• Changes to the central nervous system – the attentional systems 
and the stress responses systems are more easily and chronically 
engaged. 

• Restimulated moments (PTSS) – During moments like these the 
child may be emotionally unavailable. 

13

PROTECTIVE FACTORS

lHaving or having had a relationship that featured two way caring 
and connection.

lHaving a connection to community, family, and peers.

lParticipating in a community that is concerned and supportive of 
you as a person.

lBeing feisty
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From crisis intervention work:

• In order to make it through a crisis, we all need:

• To know you are capable of being loved.

• To be able to calm yourself.

• To be able to ask for help when you need it and accept it when it is offered.
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