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			How to calm your baby’s tears 

			
					Problem: although it may be an integral part of a newborn’s development, crying is a major concern for parents. It can even cause stress in everyday life when you cannot, or can no longer, calm your baby. 

					Aims: to understand your baby’s tears and respond to them effectively.

					FAQs:	Is my baby having a tantrum when they cry? 

	Why do some babies keep crying even after you have solved what was bothering them?

	What should I do if my baby starts crying in the middle of the night?

	What are breath-holding spells?

	How should I handle temper tantrums?

	How can I calm my baby’s tears when I’m out and about? 




			

			Although the arrival of a baby is obviously a symbol of happiness and fulfilment for new parents, the first few months can be physically and emotionally exhausting. Indeed, you quickly find yourself confronted with your first significant challenge: your baby’s tears. Since they can only communicate with their voice, babies express everything through their tears, to the great dismay of their parents, who do not always understand what they are trying to say. Questions, doubts and guilt then arise: “I’m not a good parent, because I can’t calm my baby down”, “Am I taking care of my baby right?”, “Why won’t they stop crying, I’ve done everything I’ve been advised to do!”

			When faced with the distress of a inconsolable newborn, some parents feel they are incompetent or not up to the task, and end up harbouring an irrational feeling of resentment towards their child or begin to use avoidance coping. However, tears are both natural and essential in the development of a newborn. As they grow up, they will discover other ways to communicate and crying will become rarer. However, while they are still young, tears are their only way to communicate that something is wrong. 

			The way a baby experiences their first social interactions, and their first contact with education when they are given rules for inside and outside the home, will help form their personality and give them what they need to love and be loved. It is therefore essential for parents to accept tears without ignoring them and to be reassuringly attentive; a good response will allow their baby to develop in a balanced manner. 

		


		
			Why does my baby cry?

			Birth tears

			Giving birth is a time of intense emotion, after which the baby meets their parents for the first time. After leaving the cosy cocoon of their mother’s womb, the child discovers a world that they do not know. They can therefore feel confused when confronted with this flurry of new sensations: hunger, light, noise, changing temperatures, and so on. They reflexively contract all of their breathing muscles, gulp in some air and then release it in a piercing cry: they have taken their first breath. 

			
				
					Did you know? 

					During the first few weeks of their life, a newborn screams and cries without tears, because their tear ducts are still not fully developed. 

				

			

			Over the weeks and the months after it is born, a baby’s tears follow an intensity and frequency chart which specialists call the normal crying curve. This shows that a newborn’s tears and average level of agitation tend to increase towards the second week of life and peak during the second month, normally between six to eight weeks, before decreasing and stabilising when they are around four or five months old. 
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			This crying curve presents several particular characteristics of crying:

			
					It is a universal behaviour which can be found in all cultures and even in all types of mammals. It is therefore not an exclusively human phenomenon. 

					It appears at the same age, relatively speaking, in premature babies, which proves that is indeed linked to maturity. 

					Levels of crying have been stable for several decades in the Western societies where they have been studied. 

			

			During the first weeks of the newborn’s life, it is almost impossible to understand the causes of tears by analysing them and their characteristics. They are just a signal which conveys information (need, distress), but there is nothing distinctive to help you to establish the cause. 

			From the age of three months, the newborn discovers other ways of communicating, and their tears begin to become less and less frequent, excluding the teething period. This stage also marks the moment when parents begin to differentiate between the different types of crying and the needs which are associated with them. 

			At around eight to nine months old, the baby begins to distinguish familiar faces and can show when they are worried by strangers by crying. This is what is called separation anxiety, a phenomenon which shows that they have a solid attachment to a certain lucky adult.

			Later on, the baby is still very sensitive to emotions. Their tears can be a way to show their frustration or anger when they cannot do something, when they are overwhelmed by tiredness, when they are refused something or when they cannot make a decision. 

			A way of expressing a need

			A newborn cannot use words or gestures. Crying is the only way they can attract their parents’ attention and let them know they need help. Tears are therefore a key element in a baby’s relationship with their parents. By recognising this signal and responding to it appropriately, a reciprocal feeling of attachment is formed: the newborn will associate their parents with a gratifying response, and parents will be rewarded with their baby calming down. 

			Hunger

			Hunger is responsible for around a third of a baby’s tears, which makes it the most common reason for a baby to cry. Because they have small stomachs, babies eat very often. Moreover, babies in the uterus are constantly fed via the umbilical cord, and so their metabolism has to adapt after they are born. 

			
				
					Weaning can be difficult

					When a baby is used to being fed with its mother’s milk, the weaning period can be a trial for parents. Indeed, many babies refuse any new food given to them by their mother. The presence of the father or another adult at this moment can be very helpful, because the newborn will not feel the same frustration with them compared to when they are refused their mother’s breast. 

				

			

			Discomfort

			Is your child squirming, is their face screwed up, are they moaning and then sobbing even though they have just been fed and refusing their bottle or their mother’s breast? They are possibly just uncomfortable. The most common causes are: a wet or dirty nappy; clothes that are too hot, tight or thin and disturb the child, who is still unable to regulate their temperature; being uncomfortable in their bouncer, and so on. Taking care of this discomfort will immediately calm your baby’s tears. 

			Tiredness

			Infants can get tired very quickly when they are with a lot of people or when they are constantly given attention. Intense stimulation can cause your baby to cry from distress, because they can no longer get away from everyone and calm down, which can lead to sleeping difficulties. 

			There are certain clues which show that your baby is tired: they rub their eyes and yawn, they become grumpy and refuse to move, they stare into space, they moan a little and then begin to cry. All of these are signs that it is time to put your baby to bed!

			A need for closeness

			Wanting to be close to an adult is essential for infants, and they can grow anxious when they are separated from their parents. This phenomenon can be observed in all mammals, which suggests that we have a common evolutionary history. However, human infants are born with the least developed brains. They are therefore completely dependent on adults, who must ensure their survival and wellbeing as soon as they are born and throughout their first year of life. This dependency explains their need for physical contact. Besides this immaturity, the infant’s temporal lobe (which deals with their emotions) prevails over its cognitive abilities, so they are very quickly overwhelmed by their emotions and have to be reassured and comforted by an adult. 

			An infant begins to accept distance between themselves and their mother very gradually. As they grow up, the familiar voices of their parents, their toys, and other things can be enough to calm them down. 

			
				
					Separating too soon? 

					Various studies have shown that an infant left beside their mother for an hour after being born cries up to ten times less than an infant placed in a nursery cradle. Even if there are certain situations where it is necessary to separate the mother and child at birth, today more and more maternity wards offer to let you have physical contact with your child after they are born, by laying them on your belly or tucking them against your breast. If your maternity ward does not offer to do this, do not hesitate to ask to take the child as soon as the post-natal examination is over. 

				

			

			Boredom

			Infants also cry when they are alone and there is nothing in reach to play with or stimulate themselves. These tears decrease as their motor skills develop, since they will slowly become capable of grabbing toys, turning around, sitting down, moving about and so on. 

			Pain

			Cries and tears which signal pain, illness or a real physical problem are in general quite different from other types of tears. Infants can express their pain through intense crying or, on the contrary, can shut themselves up in silence and a form of apathy. It is therefore important to note all unusual behaviour in your child. 

			Since resistance to pain varies considerably from one newborn to the other, it is difficult to evaluate its intensity. However, there are tables of observation which are based on different physiological criteria to estimate pain and therefore adjust the treatment. 

			As your baby’s teeth start growing in, which can happen towards the end of the first six months, it is not unusual to see your days broken up by your baby crying, because it is extremely painful when the teeth pierce the gum. Moreover, this natural phenomenon often comes with irritant diaper dermatitis (or diaper rash) and ear, nose and throat infections, which can increase the frequency and intensity of these crying spells. 

			
				
					Did you know?

					For a very long time it was claimed that infants cannot feel pain. Until 1987, newborns were treated without painkillers, even during certain minor operations. Today, doctors are far more careful and no longer allow infants to suffer for no reason. 

				

			

			Baby colic

			Although there are quite a large number of infants who suffer from colic in the first few months of their lives, the reasons for this remain a medical mystery. Today, it is believed that they are linked to an unusually sensitive temperament in otherwise healthy babies. This is why the terms “unexplained crying” or “excessive crying” are used instead, because they avoid the deceptive connotation of abdominal pain when we mention the term “colic”.

			
				
					Did you know?

					In the 1950s, infantile colic was defined by the rule of three. A baby could only be diagnosed if they cried or squirmed:

				

			

			
					more than three hours a day,

					more than three days a week,

					for at least three weeks,

					during the first three months of their life.

			

			These tears, which affect both breastfed and bottle-fed infants, come and go without any reason. They begin unexpectedly and unpredictably, and have no relation with any of the baby’s essential needs (hunger, dirty nappy, need to be calmed down). It is therefore often difficult to calm them, all the more so since they give the impression that they are in pain. These episodes of colic gradually disappear around the third or fourth month, when the baby’s motor skills are well developed. Only some babies continue to cry and squirm after this period. 

			There is not really any effective treatment. It is therefore best to try several techniques to find the ones which calm your baby. 

			Crying at night

			Crying is more common at the end of the day and in the evening. There are several reasons for this:

			
					the fear of approaching night, because the baby’s body is now following the circadian rhythm; 

					the accumulation of stress throughout the day: discoveries, strong emotion, etc.;

					it is at this point of the day that the mother is most tired, and she will therefore not respond as well to her baby’s demands. 

			

			This period lasts several weeks and is nothing to worry about. After all, it must not be forgotten that a baby is like a sponge, and some doctors suggest that their nervous system is not developed enough to cope with the stress of the day. The newborn therefore tries to get rid of this stress by crying it out. 

			
				
					The circadian rhythm 

					The circadian rhythm is a period of being asleep and being awake which lasts for around 24 hours. It depends on many biological, physiological and behavioural mechanisms. 

					When they are born, an infant initially follows the so-called “ultradian” rhythm, which repeats itself every three to four hours. The day-night divide appears towards the end of the first month, with a long stage of being awake (generally between 17 and 22 hours) at first and a period of sleep at night which gradually increases. It is only at around three to four months old that the baby really takes on the circadian rhythm and can tell the difference between day and the night. 

				

			

			Other explanations

			
					A difficult or premature birth can cause a baby to cry. 

					The pregnancy. Women who smoke while they are pregnant have a high chance of having babies who will suffer from colic. Those who are stressed or anxious are more likely to have irritable children with disturbed sleep, and so on. It is therefore particularly important to take care of your physical and mental health when you are pregnant. 

					‘Difficult’ babies. This refers to newborns who have the greatest difficulty handling both external stimuli and internal stimuli, such as gas, stools, and so on. So-called ‘difficult’ babies are extremely sensitive and may cry because of things which would not bother other infants. It is therefore important to be conscious of your newborn’s level of tolerance. If your child can only cope with one form of stimulus at a time, act appropriately. 

					Not respecting your baby’s rhythms. Babies cry when their physiological rhythms are not respected, for example when you give them a bath while they are hungry, when you wake them up because you have to take the older children to school, and so on. It is therefore essential to respect your baby’s natural rhythms from the very beginning. 

					The frustration of not being able to express themselves. According to statistics, babies begin to cry far less often once they develop another form of communication. Their complaints could therefore also be an expression of their frustration at not being understood. 

					Too much energy which builds up in babies, as they are incapable of moving around themselves, and is released by tears, after which they generally immediately fall asleep. This type of crying is intense and short. It does not seem to be to alert the parent that something is wrong. 

					The baby’s sensitivity. Infants are particularly sensitive to the stress of the adults who are caring for them. If parents are not often available or are suffering, the child loses their attention, cries and stops moving. The bond between a depressed mother and her baby can therefore be disturbed. The same is true of mothers who are going through post-natal depression and are incapable of understanding the messages their baby is sending them. 

					Parents who give their child too much attention. A mother who is afraid of cot death, a long-awaited baby who arrives after several miscarriages, and so on, are also factors that the baby will notice. As a result, they might develop anxieties which will be expressed with tears. 

			

			Why should I calm my baby’s tears? 

			Newborns left to cry alone do not know what to do, and so it will be more difficult for them to acquire the confidence they need to develop well. They therefore risk becoming anxious adults who are incapable of handling their stress. On the other hand, when parents respond relatively quickly to their child’s tears in a loving way, an affectionate bond is created between them that allows them to trust one another. Indeed, it is through this that the baby realises that they can get help when they need it and will begin to feel safe. These children also use tears to communicate less often after their first birthday. 

			
				
					Crying, a cultural issue

					Although in the West we tend to value early independence and autonomy, many cultures place more importance on proximal parenting, which consists in assuring almost permanent contact between the child and their mother. The mother can therefore respond almost immediately to their child’s basic needs. In these cultures, an infant crying is taken to be a sign that they do not feel well-treated in their family, which could cause them to leave it; in others, it is believed that crying attracts evil spirits which could come to search for them. 

				

			

			Moreover, it is important to react as calmly as possible to your child’s tears and not feel worried or overwhelmed if you do not manage to calm them down. If you do so, you may do things which will have a negative effect on the baby. For example, you should never shake your child to calm them down, because this can cause cerebral bleeding, which can in turn have serious consequences, such as cerebral palsy, visual impairment, and so
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