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For the most amazing humans—our babies—
and for those who grow babies under, or in, their hearts


Ecology: a branch of biology that studies how living things relate to one another and interact with their environment.

Despite technological progress, baby ecology—what our babies need from the physical spaces they live in, the care they receive, and their interactions with people in their life—has remained constant and is universal.
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ABOUT THIS BOOK

LOOKING AT BABIES IN A DIFFERENT WAY

When I think back to my first year as a mom, I remember feeling love beyond any experience I had yet had. I was swept off my feet by my fierce need to nurture and protect our baby daughter, by her uniqueness and completeness… but also by worry and doubt. I was ready for the sleepless nights, but not for how heavy the responsibility for a tiny person would feel. I wanted to become the best parent I could be. I read dozens of parenting books and browsed through countless online resources, but found myself in a sea of parenting trends promoting conflicting approaches to every aspect of baby care.

By the time my daughter was born I had a doctorate degree in biology and had spent twelve years doing biological research. So I went to the original sources of knowledge about babies: the scientific studies. I carefully read over eight hundred peer-reviewed publications on infant development, sleep, and feeding, and separated well-substantiated results from preliminary findings and speculations.

I found that science has accumulated a vast amount of knowledge on child development and the ways babies are raised around the world. Different cultures use different approaches they consider natural, and each family creates its own set of unique baby care practices. Imagine these family practices as dots; some are quite far apart and some are closer together, but none are exactly the same:

[image: image]

I also realized why there are so many conflicting approaches to baby care. Most scientific studies are designed to answer very specific questions in very specific settings. Their findings are not supposed to be applied beyond a particular situation or stage of development. Yet, sometimes scientific findings get misinterpreted in the media and then amplified by parenting trendsetters who take away select messages that fit their particular philosophy. They create strict parenting “dos” and “don’ts” that presume there is only one correct way. They offer parenting techniques aimed at a particular stage or challenge that often contradict what other experts promote in their own strict guidelines: “sleep train at five months” but “never leave your baby to cry”; “start with purees” but “skip purees entirely”; “always babywear” but “do not restrict free movement.” Many techniques come with a sense of pressure: “Do this… or else your baby will not thrive.”

The problem is, no parenting trend works perfectly for everyone. Parents who choose to carefully follow one particular trend often discover that not all the recommended techniques work for their baby and family. If we add parenting trends to our map of family practices, they would look like this; some work for some families, but none work for all:

[image: image]

But what if we shift our perspective? What if we saw raising a baby not as a series of parenting techniques, but as an opportunity to nurture a whole person? What if we look at it from the babies’ perspective? What do babies really, truly need?

With this new frame of mind, I returned to the research, but this time went a step further. My scientific expertise is in ecology, a branch of biology that studies how living organisms relate to one another and interact with their environments. More specifically, I study habitats: spaces and environments that support life. And so I began to think about baby-care questions from an ecological perspective. Each baby has fundamental abilities and needs universal to all human babies, as well as his own unique traits. His environment consists of the physical spaces he lives in, the care he receives, and his interactions with the people in his life: everything that shapes his day-to-day experiences. In developmental psychology this immediate environment is called the microsystem.1, 2

I critically examined the scientific studies once again, but this time through the lens of ecology: baby ecology. I set out to find answers to these questions:


• What are the fundamental, universal needs of all human babies?

• What elements in babies’ environment help meet these needs?

• What circumstances make meeting these needs difficult?



After I analyzed the scientific research from this new angle, it became very clear that there will never be one perfect parenting trend; there is not just one “right” way to raise a baby. However, there is a biologically optimal range that supports every baby’s unfolding natural abilities. This range is the Optimal Nurturing Environment, or “the ONE” for short.

[image: image]

The ONE is based on human biology and is universal: it is the same for all human babies. But it’s easy to find yourself outside its range. As shown in the picture above, some family practices fall within the ONE, but others do not; parenting trends sometimes straddle or even fall completely outside it.

Fortunately, there are many ways to create your unique family practices within the ONE. This book will help you find your way.

THE ONE: WHERE NURTURE WORKS WITH NATURE

What is, or will soon be, at the heart of all decisions you make for your baby?

I think I know the answer: love. Love is the foundation.

[image: image]

Building up from love, in the coming chapters I will explore the universal elements of a nurturing environment, in each of the major aspects of raising babies: sleep, feeding, and care and play. These are elements that are important for all families to create, regardless of their cultural backgrounds or parenting philosophies and the specific care practices they choose. They matter for all babies. They are the building blocks that we place on the foundation of love to create a nurturing environment, a strong base for baby to grow.

[image: image]

We, parents and caregivers, have the extraordinary power to create and protect our baby’s environment, especially in the first year. Each baby’s development is a result of a dynamic interplay between nature and nurture. If we make thoughtful and intentional choices, we can nurture with nature as opposed to working against it. A wholesome, balanced environment gives babies the support and freedom to explore, connect, and express who they are and what they need. It’s like a good garden that can support all kinds of unique plants with different traits and strengths.3 Such an environment has effects that can last a lifetime. It helps biological rhythms emerge and natural development unfold. It supports babies in growing at their own pace and developing their full potential, being the people they are meant to be.

In contrast, when important elements are missing or out of balance, it makes it harder to see who our babies truly are and more difficult to interpret what they are telling us. For example, a baby who has high sleep needs but is chronically tired may appear unsettled and very active, making you think he no longer needs daytime naps; a baby who’s been offered solid foods before she was ready may seem like a picky eater. Missing these elements makes it difficult for us to connect with our babies and creates and reinforces patterns that can be hard to change later on.

Some expecting parents plan to rely solely on their instincts. But parenting skills and knowledge don’t show up magically once our babies are born. When you become a parent you will feel the power of the caregiving drive. This drive will inspire a fierce desire to protect and nurture your baby—but you won’t naturally know how to translate this desire into action, and that’s okay. You need the time and space to learn. Two resources you can draw from are scientific knowledge and your intuition. Science can help you with both: it will give you the evidence and a way to separate true intuitive knowledge from biases and fads (more on this in Chapter 5). The ONE approach will help you use the scientific knowledge and your intuition as you care for your baby in ways that match your values and your baby’s unique personality, creating a strong nurturing foundation.

As you read about the scientific findings, keep in mind a couple of caveats. First, some aspects of physiology and health have not been studied yet or cannot be studied at all because doing so would be unethical or impossible. For example, finding a threshold for adequate nutrition experimentally by randomly assigning babies to “wholesome diet” and “poor diet” groups is, thankfully, never going to be an option. In such cases the broad picture comes from a patchwork of studies with unavoidable gaps. Second, as Dr. Alice Callahan says in her book The Science of Mom, we can’t raise the same baby several times in different conditions and note the differences, so science has to zoom out to look at many babies and families to reveal patterns and averages.4 Knowing such averages—ages, weights, number of feedings, or hours of sleep—can be very helpful, but it’s also important to remember that a baby who is truly average in every way exists only in the world of statistics, not in real life. As I walk you through the science on each topic, I will point out cases where science gives us comprehensive answers, where it gives us more of a guidepost or two, and where the true answer will likely never be found (which is sometimes just as important to know).

HOW THIS BOOK IS STRUCTURED

Chapter 1 will give you a sense of what newborns are like and help you prepare your home—and your mind—for your new arrival. Chapters 2 through 4 cover the major topics of sleep, feeding, and care and play during your baby’s first year. Chapter 5 will offer you ideas on how to feel more confident and supported on your parenting journey.

Each chapter is divided into two parts. In Part I, I integrate and crystallize the scientific knowledge on each topic. All of the studies I describe are fully referenced, with scientific publications listed at the end of the book. In essence, Part I is about all human babies and what science can tell us about their needs.

In Part II of each chapter I offer advice on how to create the Optimal Nurturing Environment – the ONE – for your unique baby. First, I use my research training to translate the science into universal elements, the building blocks for the ONE. You will need these building blocks regardless of the specific practices you choose: whether you bed-share or your baby sleeps alone, whether you formula-feed or breastfeed, or whether you choose purees or baby-led weaning. There will be no parenting wars, I promise. Next, I use my perspective as a parent to offer you a stage-by-stage guide, explaining how to put these building blocks into place and what to focus on during various stages of your baby’s development. I bring in stories from different families, including my own, describing some of the challenges and joys you may encounter along the way. I invite you to see and understand babies, to think more deeply about them, and to marvel and wonder as you watch your baby grow.

Throughout the book, you will come across the following symbols:
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	From Your Baby’s Perspective:







Metaphors to help you imagine what our world might look like from your baby’s point of view.
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	What You Will Need:







Suggestions for items to purchase, borrow, make, or prepare as you create a supportive environment for your baby.
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	Practical Tips:







Ideas on how to make things easier and more enjoyable.



This book is for all babies; I switch between “he” and “she” throughout. Similarly, this book is for all adults who love babies and care for them: when I use “you,” it refers to moms or dads (sections on breastfeeding being the only exception). I live in Canada and was fortunate to stay home with my babies for a full year, but I am conscious of the fact that not all families have this opportunity or choose this option. Much of the advice in this book can be used by extended family members or professional daytime caregivers.

[image: image]

This book merges my scientific training and my own experience of the intense and beautiful early parenting months. I wrote it to guide and support you in nurturing your baby. I hope it helps you see more, understand better, and worry less.


CHAPTER 1

BRINGING YOUR BABY HOME


We are driving from the hospital, bringing our newborn home for the first time. How can this city look the same? How can things remain in their former shapes and places when my whole world has changed? We are home. I am gently holding my baby as she sleeps, the seven delicate pounds, but I feel like I’m holding her life, her future, our future... Jason and I look at each other. The journey has begun, and we’re in charge.



Having a baby can feel like a leap into the unknown. No matter how long you have been waiting for this baby, you might be feeling unprepared for the big arrival, and that is perfectly okay. Your baby’s needs will be all-consuming but simple: eating, sleeping, exploring, and being cared for in a loving and calm environment. Most of all, your baby will need you: your love, knowledge, attention, and time as you grow and learn together.

In this chapter I have gathered some key concepts to help you prepare for your new arrival. These concepts will also lay the groundwork for the chapters on sleep, feeding, and care and play that follow.

 

PART I

NEWBORNS: THE SCIENCE


“The child is not an incomplete adult”

—Joseph Chilton Pearce, Magical Child



Our babies are a complex mix of competence and needs; they are already complete and still full of potential. It is easy to over- and under-estimate them all at once. For example, we might ask too much of babies logistically, making them conform to schedules or stay up late. On the other hand, we might under-estimate or even miss the amazing things babies can do as we look out for specific milestones. Science tells us that newborns come into the world capable and aware, sensitive, and ready to connect and learn.

Capable and aware

Fifty years ago young babies were seen as blank slates. Scientists were discouraged from studying “passive,” “unfinished,” and “not yet interesting” newborns.5, 6 Thankfully, many scientific studies have been conducted since, and now we know that newborns are competent from the start. They are not yet mobile or independent, of course: they can’t walk like newborn fawns or navigate on their own like newly hatched turtles. The human brain is uniquely capable of complex reasoning and social interactions and, because of that, it takes a long time to develop. This requires humans to have a uniquely long, protected childhood. And our babies come into the world perfectly prepared for just that: growing, connecting, and learning while being fully protected and nurtured by adults.5



	What Newborns Can Do





	Babies develop the ability to hear sounds during the second trimester of pregnancy. In the third trimester a baby can recognize his mother’s voice,7–9 the sound of his mother’s native language,10 and familiar stories she has been reciting.11 This means babies not only hear quite well, but also pay attention, learn, and memorize even before they are born!8

Newborns’ vision is not fully developed, but they are able to work out the shapes and features of objects that are close to them and that interact with them.12 Newborns prefer looking at human faces13 and learn to recognize their mother’s face within hours of birth if they are also able to hear her voice.14 This means that a newborn’s vision and ability to recognize patterns are already sufficient to connect the voice she remembers to the face she now sees. Babies learn incredibly quickly!

Newborns can tell if someone is looking at them or away from them.15 They are calmed by soothing touch, but find it stressful when touched in silence and without eye contact.16 They are already perceptive.

Babies experience a variety of tastes while still in the womb and right after birth. Amniotic fluid and breastmilk carry flavours from the mother’s diet, so baby begins learning about the foods that are important to her family and culture right from the start.17, 18

Babies are born with an innate ability to feed well. When a healthy newborn is placed skin-to-skin on his mother’s chest after birth and given time, he will use his arms and legs to move to the breast and latch to feed for the first time—remarkably, all by himself.19 This phenomenon is known as the breast crawl.

Newborns have other innate abilities that are highly complex. For example, when held and supported upright, they might show a coordinated “stepping” movement. This ability lays the foundation for walking as baby gradually gains strength and balance during the first year.5







Sensitive

Being tuned into their environment helps babies learn rapidly. At the same time it makes them sensitive and easily overwhelmed, especially in the early weeks. The first twelve weeks after birth are often called “the fourth trimester.” During this important transitional period babies are adjusting to life outside the womb and parents are adjusting to their new roles.
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	From Your Baby’s Perspective:







Imagine how it feels for a baby to be born. She was cozy and snug, connected to a constant supply of nutrients. Her world was stable in its warmth, soft light, gentle motion, and the steady rhythm of a heartbeat. Now the world is big and constantly changing: quiet and noisy, bright and dark, slow and fast, warm and cold… full of unfamiliar sensations, smells, and sights. No wonder babies are most content nestled on a parent’s chest in a quiet and cozy space, feeding frequently.



Newborns work hard on adjusting their inner rhythms and states to their environment.20 Older children and adults are synchronized to the day-night cycle by the biological clocks that control their sleep, alertness, and hunger. These biological clocks are quite stable and slow to adjust to shifts. Think of a time you experienced jetlag; that was your biological clock taking its time to adjust to the new time zone. As you will see in Chapter 2, newborns’ biological clocks are not running smoothly yet, and so their physiological processes and rhythms are not yet organized or coordinated. Because of this, maintaining a steady, balanced state is not easy for babies.21 They are working hard at staying calm and regulated so they can pay attention to people, things, and events around them.

And being calm is harder for some babies than others, for two reasons.

The first reason is neurobehavioural maturation. Babies’ nervous systems mature rapidly, but some babies are born less neurologically ready than others. Their nervous systems initially have a harder time adjusting to quick changes in sensory input, such as light, temperature, or sound. This makes them appear more “touchy” or “reactive.”21, 22

The second reason is temperament, a set of tendencies each baby is born with that influence how he approaches, responds to, and interacts with the world.20, 23, 24 Temperament is described along several scales like intensity, adaptability, rhythmicity, and activity. Temperament stays fairly stable over time, but can be shaped by life experiences. For example, babies who are easily distressed in unfamiliar situations are more likely to grow into fearful toddlers, while relaxed babies are more likely to become bold and sociable later on. However, temperament is not set in stone. Very few children remain extremely fearful or extremely bold: most move along the scale as they grow and have different experiences within their families and out in the world.25 Temperament is how a baby responds to the world; it’s only one component of a baby’s personality, or who he is.

Some babies—approximately one out of ten—show distress quickly and intensely and are irregular and hard to soothe;26 other babies are calmer and more predictable. But all babies cry, especially in the early weeks. Interestingly, patterns of crying during the first year are remarkably similar across cultures, including the African !Kung, who always carry their babies and feed them completely on demand.27 Babies in all cultures cry more during the first three months. The amount of crying remains about the same in the first six weeks and gradually decreases by twelve weeks. That being said, crying varies greatly from one baby to another: for example, in the first six weeks an average baby cries about two hours per day, but some babies cry as little as ten minutes and others as much as four hours or more.27, 28

Healthy babies who cry more than three hours a day, more than three days a week, for over three weeks are considered colicky.29 Colic usually starts a few days after birth (or after the expected due date for premature babies) and disappears by three months. Approximately one in four babies are described as colicky at six weeks, and approximately one in ten at nine weeks.27

Colic is at the far end of the spectrum of crying, but it is still normal:27


• Colicky babies are very similar to non-colicky babies in feeding, weight gain, and family history of allergies.29

• Colicky babies tend to cry twice as much and more intensely during physical exams, but when scientists measured their physiological stress—heart rate and stress hormones—the levels were the same as those of non-colicky babies. In other words, colicky babies likely experience the same level of stress as non-colicky babies, but they express it more strongly.30

• There is no evidence that colic is an early sign of a more intense temperament.30

• Colicky babies are just as likely as non-colicky babies to have strong bonds with their parents.31



When babies are going through colic, they need extra support. Although it is currently unknown what exactly contributes to colic, there is some evidence of it being linked to overstimulation and insufficient sleep. Long crying spells tend to happen in the evenings when babies are more likely to be overstimulated and tired. Colicky babies sleep two hours a day less than average, and their internal rhythms are less coordinated.30 Recently, researchers have used new molecular technologies and linked colic with microbiome imbalances: non-optimal composition of microorganisms in a baby’s digestive system.32, 33 A number of clinical trials tested the effectiveness of probiotics for reducing colic. Some probiotics were not effective, while others showed promise and need further research to confirm their benefits.33, 34

No amount of crying is easy for parents. Across cultures, hearing a baby cry activates specific areas in parents’ brains in as fast as a hundred milliseconds: areas responsible for empathy, the urge to move, and the intention to speak.35 Our drive to pick up and comfort a crying baby is universal, and that is a good thing.

Ready to connect

Newborns come into the world ready to connect and form relationships. According to attachment theory,36, 37 each baby needs at least one person to whom she is strongly and mutually emotionally attached.1

A major misunderstanding surrounds this important concept. Many books and online resources take attachment to literally mean physical attachment. They tend to view “attachment parenting” as a set of specific practices and techniques such as babywearing, bed-sharing, and breastfeeding. Some or all of these practices may fit beautifully with your family, but they do not necessarily equal attachment. Attachment is the quality of the relationship. An attachment figure—a parent or a caregiver—helps baby regulate emotions and provides a sense of safety: a secure base from which baby explores the world.


Attachment = relationship quality (and not just techniques)



Research shows that secure attachment forms best when parents are sensitive and mind-minded. We will explore these concepts in more detail in Chapter 4, but I want to briefly touch on both here, because you will see them mentioned throughout the book.

Sensitivity is probably not a new concept for you. Sensitive parents and caregivers perceive, interpret, and respond to baby’s signals in an accurate, prompt, and warm manner.

There is a good chance you have never heard of mind-mindedness, but it is something that matters, and something you can think about and even practice before your baby arrives. It comes from within the parent and can be learned.38 Mind-minded parents and caregivers view their babies not just as little bundles of joy and potential, but as people with minds of their own.39 Mind-minded parents tend to be more insightful, noticing and considering baby’s emotions, sensations, and needs. They adjust their views and practices as they watch their baby’s behaviour, rather than relying on pre-conceived notions, their own feelings and wishes, or general ideas of what babies need or should be doing.40 In turn, babies whose parents are mind-minded tend to have a stronger physiological capacity to regulate their emotions41: it is easier for them to stay calm or return to a calm state. Later on, babies who grow in mind-minded environments tend to develop stronger bonds with their parents, learn to speak earlier, and recognize and understand emotions and needs of others around them more easily.42, 43

Ready to learn

Learning happens incredibly fast during the early months. At the core of learning is the ability to notice things that are interesting or new. And to be able to notice new things, very young babies need:


[image: image] More sleep

[image: image] Less stimulation when they’re awake and alert



Does this seem counterintuitive? It will hopefully make sense to you in a moment. Fully noticing something involves more than simply seeing it with our eyes. To fully notice, or observe, something—an object, person, or an experience—a baby has to detect it, separate it from everything else, make some sense of it, and store it in memory.9

[image: image]

Good sleep is crucial for the first and last steps: a well-rested baby is calm and regulated when he’s awake, which helps him detect new things around him; when he goes to sleep later on, his experiences are integrated into his memory.44–46 And for the two steps in the middle, less stimulation is better than more. Excessive stimulation overwhelms baby’s senses and quickly turns everything into a blur:9


• Bright lights block baby’s ability to distinguish patterns, shapes, and colours

• Background noise louder than fifty decibels reduces baby’s ability to hear differences in pitch, intensity, and sound patterns

• Strong odours like smoke and perfume overwhelm baby’s nose and taste buds

• Baby’s senses of touch, position, and movement develop early, but are easily overwhelmed by excessive stimulation (for example, a strongly vibrating baby seat)



[image: image]

For babies who live in chaotic environments with a lot of noise, crowding, and unpredictability, noticing details is more difficult. For example, they tend to process complex visual stimuli more slowly. Researchers believe these babies may be chronically overstimulated: they are living in a state of alertness and vigilance, but with reduced ability to pay attention to detail.47

Is there such thing as too little stimulation? In the first few weeks, the day-to-day care routines—feeding, diapering, bathing—are enough to fully engage a baby’s senses and provide perfect opportunities for learning and connection. Because a baby is able to perceive and do more and more each day, she will continue to notice new elements in her environment as she grows.

We will explore how babies learn in more detail in Chapter 4, but in a nutshell, babies’ brains constantly look for patterns in the world around them. They are making mental maps: “When I see this happen, I can expect that.” They also look for surprise events that don’t fit into the patterns they learned previously.48 For example, by about five months babies learn that objects that are dropped usually fall down49 and may be surprised to see a balloon floating in the air. Babies learn about the physical and social world around them by figuring out patterns and noticing new events. And it all begins in their home and family.



	NEWBORNS: KEY POINTS





	• Newborn babies are both competent and vulnerable.

• Every baby needs at least one person with whom they have a strong and mutual emotional attachment. Attachment forms best when parents and caregivers are sensitive and mind-minded.

• Young babies need more sleep and less stimulation for optimal learning.







 

PART II

GETTING READY FOR YOUR BABY

Getting ready for a new baby can be a very special and exciting time. Here I will describe what I believe are the most important things to prepare and think about: the minimum essential set. Once you have that in place, you can enjoy adding all the nice-to-haves, like cute clothes, a diaper bag, a stroller, baby carriers, and nursery decor.

Preparing your home

During pregnancy many families focus on staying healthy and preparing for the actual birth, but don’t put enough thought into the postpartum period. However, the first few weeks after birth are very important for you and for your baby. I recommend that you decide on your baby’s primary health care practitioner before your baby arrives. I also recommend that you gather your support system. Think about who you would like to see during the early postpartum days and weeks. Map out trusted local resources you might need or want, such as a postpartum doula and a lactation consultant.

When it comes to preparing your home, creating safe places for baby to sleep and feed at night is the most important step. Decide where your baby will sleep and how you will keep night feedings safe, and prepare these spaces in advance. Winging it or changing sleep approaches quickly out of one night’s desperation because “nothing else works” can create unsafe environments for babies. You will find detailed advice on this in Chapter 2.

If you plan on driving with your baby, purchase and install a rear-facing infant car seat ahead of time. Learn how to adjust it and how to use it properly, and consult a car seat technician if you have questions.
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	Must-Haves Before Baby Arrives







Decide on:

[image: image] Baby’s primary health care practitioner

[image: image] Your support system

[image: image] Where your baby will sleep

Prepare:

[image: image] Safe place for sleep

[image: image] Safe place for night feedings

[image: image] Formula and bottles if you will be formula-feeding

[image: image] Rear-facing infant car seat, properly installed if you have a vehicle

[image: image] 8 to 12 easy-on, breathable outfits

[image: image] Diapers and wipes

[image: image] 8 to 10 large receiving blankets



You will probably get many cute clothes for your baby. Make sure you have at least a few one-piece sleepers or gowns made of breathable materials like cotton, lyocell, modal, or bamboo. Those with zippers or snaps all the way down the front work best: you won’t have to pull them over baby’s head, which makes dressing much easier. It’s also useful to have a stack of large flannel or muslin receiving blankets to double as burp cloths, stroller or baby-carrier shades, or nursing covers.

You might have heard that baby’s nursery must have a black-and-white or a bright primary colour palette because babies can see contrasting colours best. But that’s not really necessary. It’s true that baby’s vision is not fully developed at birth, but it improves rapidly: by two months she can scan her surroundings thoroughly and by six months she will see as well as an adult.12, 50 Besides, in the early weeks, your baby doesn’t yet need to see the details of the nursery. Seeing and feeling you is perfectly enough.

In fact, screening out more of the world’s noise, brightness, and intensity will help your baby stay calmer and begin to focus her attention. Think about how your baby will experience your home. Are there adjustments you could make to turn the “volume” of everything down, to slow the pace? Consider decluttering, adding window drapes to soften light and sound, and moving away from background television (more on that in Chapter 4).

Bringing a new baby home, whether through pregnancy and birth or through adoption, is an enormous, life-changing event. Your mind and body will need time to adjust and recover. In some cultures there is a wonderful practice of a postpartum “babymoon” or “bubble” where mothers and babies stay home for twenty to forty days (often a moon cycle) after birth. Relatives help with chores, cooking, and hosting guests while the mother is given the space and time for deep rest and bonding with her newborn. This time is about nurturing mother and baby in their home and in their community.

The best gift I received after the birth of my second baby was from our circle of friends who brought delicious meals to us every few days for six weeks. It was absolutely amazing.




	[image: image]


	Practical Tip:







How can you create a postpartum sanctuary, a protected space, if you live far away from family, have older children to care for, or must return to work? Try to gather your support system, do some planning, and create your own version of a postpartum bubble, if only for a short while. Only you can decide what it will look like and how long your “while” is. Arrange your life in a way that allows for as much rest and bonding with your baby as possible. Friends and family might offer to help with grocery shopping or caring for older children or pets. Ask for what you need most. Accept help—but only help that truly helps you. Step out of the superhuman expectations and try to keep your bubble intact. The early weeks are physically and emotionally demanding, but also special and precious like no other.



When you’re out and about, family, friends, neighbours, and even strangers may ask to hold your baby. Don’t feel like you have to say yes, especially during the cold and flu season. You might have heard that being held by others makes babies more social, or that exposure to germs strengthens baby’s immune system. Neither of these is true. Your newborn doesn’t yet benefit from social interactions: being held by the closest family is enough. Baby’s immune system is not fully developed either, and his repertoire of immune responses is much smaller than that of an older child or adult.51 Because of that, a virus that is “just a sniffle” to an adult can send a young baby to the hospital. What does strengthen baby’s immune system is time and breastfeeding. Your friends and family should understand if you err on the side of over-protectiveness for your newborn.

Preparing your mind

There may be no way to fully prepare your mind for the enormous change of becoming a parent and welcoming a new person into the world. But there are several key things to think about that will help you and your baby in the early weeks—and continue to matter for years to come.

The gift of being seen

Some of the best gifts you can give your baby are your intentional approach and your attention. Because babies can’t talk yet, it’s extra important we remain attentive, sensitive, and observant as we get to know them and learn to understand what they’re communicating to us.

Tuning in is deliberate and not always easy. It is possible to love a baby and not be tuned into her needs or truly see her. It is also possible to be physically close to a baby and breeze through all the daily care activities, but not be tuned in. Sometimes we are so caught up in our thoughts or to-do lists that we forget to notice.

It might be hard for you to imagine what tuning in looks like if your baby has not yet arrived. Mind-mindedness, described earlier in this chapter, can help. Being mind-minded means seeing baby as a whole person and considering baby’s perspective. It does not mean always knowing what baby needs—that would be impossible—but it does mean doing your best to put yourself in baby’s shoes.

Next time you are around a baby or a young child, ask yourself how they might be feeling or what they might be thinking. Interestingly, this is often easier to do when you don’t know the child; when you do know them, their temperament, likes, dislikes, or physical features tend to come to mind first: “She’s always so active”; “He’s such a good eater”; “What a cute baby.” To practise mind-mindedness, try to focus on what the child might be feeling or thinking in that moment instead: “She might be overtired”; “I think he’s really enjoying this apple sauce”; “This baby seems fascinated by the balloons.”

Once your baby is here, you can practice mind-mindedness during your daily care routines. Your baby will be dependent on you, but not completely helpless. Think about how you could do things with your baby rather than to him. In the early days, get into the practice of telling your baby what you are about to do: “Let’s change your diaper. I’m going to carry you to the changing table.” Being talked to can be calming for a baby. In a study I briefly mentioned earlier, newborns’ stress hormone levels dropped when they were massaged by a caregiver who made eye contact, spoke soothingly, and rocked them gently afterward. But when they were massaged in silence and without eye contact, they experienced a stress hormone surge, just like babies undergoing painful procedures.16 So, speaking to your baby when you take care of him can make a difference in how your baby feels. It also sets the stage for future interactions. For example, your older baby will begin participating in diaper changes by cooing, holding a clean diaper, and lifting his bottom. I deliberately chose to not have toys in the changing area or hang a mobile over it, so that my babies and me could interact more easily and experience the care routines together.

Another way to practice mind-mindedness is to simply be with your baby. Hold your baby or lie down next to her and watch her quietly. Try not to think about what you want her to do or what the charts say she’s supposed to be doing at this age; see her in the moment, as she is. Notice what she’s looking at, what she’s working on, and what might be hard for her.

As you observe your baby, you will notice these states:52


• Quiet alert: baby is not moving much and is focusing intently on people and objects around her; this is a period of intense learning and interaction; you might notice your baby turning toward the sound of your voice or trying to mimic your facial expressions.

• Active alert: baby is moving actively.

• Drowsy: baby is transitioning between awake and asleep (yawning, droopy eyelids).

• Deep sleep: baby is sleeping quietly and is fully relaxed.

• Light sleep: baby’s eyelids are fluttering and she’s moving around in her sleep.

• Crying.



Of these states, crying, of course, is the easiest to recognize. When your baby cries, he is telling you about his state and asking for engagement. In a sense, crying is your baby’s first language: this is how he communicates hunger, thirst, pain, discomfort, fatigue, and overstimulation. A baby communicating his needs by crying is not necessarily in distress. Most of the time he is asking for a change in his environment: a feeding, a clean diaper, less stimulation, or an opportunity to sleep. Crying is a clue to his needs. Answering a baby’s cry absolutely never “spoils” him; it teaches him that he is safe and that his needs will be met.

Babies who cry often and are hard to soothe are sometimes called “difficult,” whereas calmer babies are described as “easy.” I believe it is better to stay away from generalized labels like these, because they’re subjective and may bring feelings of guilt or unmet expectations. Instead, try to think of a baby being unsettled (as opposed to content) in this moment. This mindset will help you focus on what your baby might be telling you and how you could adjust her environment to better meet her needs.

That being said, it can be helpful to think about your baby’s overall temperament as she grows, so you can understand her better and predict and plan for circumstances that might be hard for her. For example, a child who is more intense and less adaptable may need extra time to prepare for a new experience or a change in routine.

The power of routines

Many of us consider ourselves spontaneous, but if you think about it, we all have quite a few routines: activities that occur in the same order and about the same time each day.
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