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Summary:
This paper has replicated and extended
findings from a study that I led at Columbia
in New York, in which we found that
mothers who have interpersonal violencerelated posttraumatic stress disorder
(PTSD) compared to those without,
respond to seeing video-clips in the
MRI scanner of their own and unfamiliar
children during the stress of separation as
compared to play, with less activation of
the medial prefrontal cortex (i.e. involved
in emotion regulation and dampening the
fear response) and greater activation of
limbic areas (i.e. involved in fear-response
and traumatic memory consolidation).
That study supported our hypothesis
that routine displays of negative affect
and helpless states in infants and young
children can act as triggers of maternal
PTSD. In the current Geneva study using
the same fMRI experimental paradigm
but with a larger sample, we additionally
found an exciting convergence of
traumatized mothers’ subjective sense
of parenting stress, maternal-child
behavioral dysregulation, epigenetics
related to dysregulation of the HPA-axis

stress physiology (NR3c1 gene coding for
the glucocorticoid receptor), and, again
the cortico-limbic dysregulation within
the mothers’ brain that mirrors what we
see in her behavior and physiology. The
findings further support our hypothesis
that infants and young children’s
emotional communication can trigger
mutual dysregulation with a traumatized
parent, necessitating specific intervention
techniques to help these mothers
approach more sensitively what they
without help might avoid or, in the worst
case scenario, attack.
To view the online publication, please click here.
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This article appears here with permission from
the Michigan Association for Infant Mental
Health.

In the most recent issue of the Infant
Mental Health Journal, Johanna C. Malone
(Harvard Medical School) and Michigan’s
own Carolyn Joy Dayton (Wayne State
University) explore W.R. Bion’s elaboration
on Selma Fraiberg’s concept of how “ghosts
in the nursery” impact the infant-parent
relationship. The authors unpack Bion’s
understanding of how the therapeutic
relationship plays a role in emotional
containment cycles between mother and
infant.
Read the full text at no cost here.
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