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The Infant-Parent Dance –
to the Same (mostly) Music

The nature of the infant-parent relationship can be 
understood as a “dance” (Daniel Stern) and the dyad’s 
flow of interactive exchanges as reflective of a 
“musicality” (Colwyn Trevarthen).  Through these 
lenses, this presentation will examine the important 
interpersonal experiences in the development of infant 
and child mental health and in the co-construction of 
the infant brain that help determine or compromise the 
human capacity for regulation, engagement and 
symbolization – and even peace! 2



The Core Connection
Balance, integration, movement, rhythm, synchrony , 

integration, orchestration, symbolization. These terms, 
and others, reflect both important experiences in the 
development of infant and child mental health, and in 

the description of musical composition. This 
presentation will describe the interpersonal processes 

that co-construct the infant brain, and the ways in 
which certain types of affect-rich experiences help 
determine or compromise the human capacity for 

regulation, symbolization and peace. 
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John Carpente, Ph.D.

“Providing musical experiences that facilitate a 
continuous flow of affective interactions is the primary 
task of the  music therapist working within a 
developmental relationship-based framework.  (The 
therapist focuses on) the process of conceptualizing and 
musically engaging  children …., including: 1) musical 
considerations, 2) respecting the child’s nervous system 
and 3) musically following the child’s emotional lead.
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Sounds a lot like 
what we do as 

parents and 
caregivers!
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In the beginning….

There was the

RELATIONSHIP!!!!
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Music involves a 
Relationship!!!!

There must be a shared experience 
that is mutually regulated, engaged 

and reciprocal!!!
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Jonathan-3 y/o
& Beethoven

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0REJ-lCGiKU
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What we know about 
babies, brains and 

relationships!
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What we now know 
about the brain in infants?

The right side of the brain (affect, rhythm, 
tonality) comes “on line” before the left 
brain!

The sub-cortex – particularly the amygdala –
is “wired” and interconnected, early in 
development through the nature of the 
earliest relationships.

Gerard Costa, Ph.D. 2012



What we now know 
about the brain in infants?

Children in securely attached relationships 
have brains that are more efficiently 
organized!

The baby’s brain is more sensitive to 
affective, gestural and intonational cues 
(“musicality”) than the words themselves!

Gerard Costa, Ph.D. 2012
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Meharabian (1981)

Affect and gesture are 
communicative drivers-

55%- facial expressions

38% - vocal tone

7% - words



Gerard Costa, Ph.D. 2012

Your facial expressions, tone of voice, 

movement and gestures are more powerful 

than your words!  When you speak with an 

infant and young child, move to their eye level 

(monitoring how they “take you in”), keep a 

respectful distance to be sure he/she “is in 

control”, convey in all of your “body language”, 

calmness, interest and willingness to “follow 

the child’s lead”.

So……………



Dr. Tiffany Field and colleagues
Investigated shared states and  rhythms during 
interactions between nondepressed and depressed 
mothers  and their infants.  Mother-infant  
interaction synchrony was assessed in 48 depressed 
and nondepressed pairs  at the time the infants were 
3 months old.  The attentive/affective behavior  
states of both the mothers and the infants were 
coded on a negative to  positive continuum that 
included anger and disengagement at one pole and  
attentiveness and playfulness at the other. 
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Found
The depressed mothers and their  infants 

showed negative behavior states more often 
and positive behavior  states less often than 
the non-depressed dyads .  

The depressed  dyads also spent less time 
(40% vs. 54%) in shared behavior states. 

Their musicality was disrupted by 

emotional unavailability!
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Ulrik Volgsten, 
School of Music, Theatre and Art, 

Örebro University, Sweden.
Proposes a Comprehensive Theory of the 
Psychogenesis of Music. – How humans 
comes to hear certain “sounds” as music.

The roots of music: Emotional expression, dialogue 
and affect attunement in the psychogenesis of music 

Musicae Scientiae July 2012 16: 200-216,.
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“(H)uman interaction and communication 
is at the outset musical – or protomusical –
and that which makes interaction and 
communication work is the emotive, or 
affective power of sound (“communicative 
musicality” is another term that has been 
used for mainly the same phenomenon).”  
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“… As such it incorporates at its core a 
developmental-psychological theory about the 
human being’s development of a sense of self in 
relation to others, from infancy on, and is 
further supported by findings from research on 
infants’ behavior and reactions to 
music.…..(M)usic is a way of “making special” 
human self-development, our “sense of self”.”
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Two “Musical” Notions in
Mental and Brain Health

Stanley Greenspan: Affect is the orchestra 
leader of all developmental areas – like the 
great integrator!

Dan Siegel: Balance and integration are 
aspects or brain and mental health. This 
refers to “up-down” and “left-right” 
structures and functions.
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So these elements of MUSIC and of 
Relationships are critical –

in the beginning!
 Balance

 Integration

 Synchrony

Mutuality

Affect

 Symbolization (shared ideas of experienecs)
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The Importance of a Parent’s/Caregiver’s “Emotional 
Availability” and “attunement”

The “Jack in the Box” moment
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My Personal Story:
Communication at work!

Father and 

6 month old daughter
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Allan Schore

The mother’s limbic 
system communicates 
directly to the infant’s 
limbic system!



Colwyn Trevarthen

24



Bi-Directional Effects in 
Mother-Infant Interactions

Mother’s mood can induce an 
emotional state in the infant

Field 1997
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Mirroring

 “…the precursor of the mirror is the mother’s face.” 
(Winnicott, 1971)

 “If the mother’s face is unresponsive, then a mirror 
is something to be looked at but not looked into.” 
(Winnicott, 1971)
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Synrhythmic Regulation

 Passing expressions of face, voice hands back and forth, 
rhythmically, imaging each other, participating in feelings

 Telling and acting out stories with emotion, listening to 
thoughts an imitating actions is how humans learn- in 
shared vitality and awareness.

 Mother and infant can communicate psychologically, 
regulating sympathy by expressions of emotions
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Samaroff (2004)
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Mirroring
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Meltzoff

 Infants can imitate the facial expressions of adults.

This implies that they hold a mental representation of 
what they see in another face with what they feel in 
their own face.

 “Cross modal matching”



Trevarthan

Observed “mutually regulated communication” in 
dyads.

 It is through reading matches in the timing, form, and 
intensity of each other’s communications that mothers 
and infants hold “protoconversations.”

This suggests not only a matching of behavior, but a 
matching/coordination of internal states.

SOUND LIKE MUSIC TO ME!!!



Stern

Affect attunement

The double process of resonance and communication 
(not just matching).

The infant “recognizes” that the mother is 
understanding his/her inner state.

How is this conveyed?:  Mother offers a cross modal 
response to the infant’s emotionally expressive 
behavior. 



Gerard Costa, Ph.D. 2011

Allen Schore notes that early affective connections through 
“right brain nonverbal psychological attunement” and the 
use of “affect synchronizing transactions” forges 
attunement .

These create the patterns upon which “procedural 
memories”, reflected in “reenactments”, and begin to form 
the bases for internal working models (IWMs), 
“protonarrative envelopes” and “schemas of being with”.



Gerard Costa, Ph.D. 2011

So…… from Dan Stern
Look at a moment between a parent and an 

infant while considering these ideas.

The infant is in the throes of hunger (somatic 
and affective) and is about to be responded 
to by his mother (interpersonal)



Gerard Costa, Ph.D. 2011
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“Lived Moments” - Stern

Life is experienced as: 

Somato-psychologic-ideational-affective-
interpersonal bundles!

Music involves all of these experiences!



http://danceofinnocence.deviantart.com/art/This-

Hurricane-318445475
37
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Still-Faced Paradigm
Dr. Ed Tronick

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=apzXGEbZht0
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So, what is happening here?

http://www.youtube.com/watch?feature=player_emb
edded&v=to7uIG8KYhg
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Will this baby become…..
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This?
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Or This?
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This?
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Or This?
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From our science and history we 
know enough about what is needed 

and what the right ways are!
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The earliest moments of life- and later…

 Require relationships that are regulating, consistent, 
predictable, respectful, attuned and loving.

 Require rich, textured, multi-modal, engagement that 
attends to body, mind, intellect, affect and the 
relationship – “lived moments” are the music of life!

 Require constant, full affective “co-regulating” and 
movement towards symbol formation

 Require interaction with diverse, expansive influences –
elaboration, orchestration, integration!
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NO!!!



YES
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YES!!!
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Pierre Teilhard de Chardin

“Someday, after mastering the winds, 
the waves, the tides and gravity, we 

shall harness for God the energies of 
love, and then, for a second time in the 

history of the world, man will have 
discovered fire.”
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It is only others that can 
begin the “spark” in the 

child’s eye that starts that 
fire!
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This is when we 
become fully human.
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Mahatma Gandhi

Be the change you wish 

to see in the world.
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“If we are to reach real peace 
in this world, we shall have 
to begin with the children.”

- Mahatma Gandhi
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