
out being dogmatic, and comforting without being overprotective. It is 
like a rubber band that can expand without breaking; like a bread pan 
that holds the sides of the dough in shape while the top is rising; like a 
pressure cooker lid that holds in the steam but also releases pressure to 
avoid an explosion; like a map with a number of possible good routes to 
take to your destination; like a thermostat that can be adjusted to keep 
the room temperature comfortable. To achieve these relationships quali-
ties, a parent must interact with their child in a reflective way. 

Here is an example of what is meant by a strong parent–child rela-
tionship and being reflective. A child comes home crying because they 
didn’t do well on a test. The parent offers a soothing touch and comfort-
ing words. The parent inquires more about what happened, but the child 
doesn’t answer the question and keeps complaining about the test. The 
parent allows the child to express their distress and tell what they think 
happened. The child says, “I hate that teacher. She made the test too 
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Figure 1.1. The relationship is the vehicle.
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relationship. By always keeping their eye on the relationship during the fre-
quently tumultuous process of child-rearing, parents are more able to pro-
mote healthy development in all the areas that parents care about, such 
as social and emotional well-being, behavior and impulse control, cogni-
tive development, and academic accomplishment (Beebe, 2006; Fonagy, 
Gergely, Jurist, & Target, 2004; Lyons Ruth & Jacobvitz, 1999).

The Role That the Mind Plays in the  
Parent–Child Relationship

A reflective parent uses language that expresses the role of the mind in 
the relationship. The “me” of the parent expresses their recognition of 
the role of the mind by linking up the outward behaviors with what is 
going on internally, inside the mind. In the example given previously, 
the behaviors are talk, scream, and cry. The mental states they are linked 
to are in a rush, not able to, annoyed, feel terrible, and angry. The words 
the parent uses create a little narrative, or storyline, to describe the “we” 
of the parent and child’s mutual impact on each other’s mind and behav-
iors. The mind is always trying to make sense of what is going on. A 
narrative provides the most coherent way of making meaning out of the 
events of our lives. 
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Figure 2.1. You, me, we.
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as a flow of reality, much like a video playing in our mind. Our mind 
experiences it as the real deal, not as the virtual reality it is. Just as a 
video can be edited, so too are the final perceptions that our brains con-
struct edited by our emotions, beliefs, and assumptions.

Research indicates that children do better when they perceive the 
parent–child relationship to be safe, connected, understanding, support-
ive, and accepting. Children also do better when their parents perceive 
them in a more positive and optimistic way. Knowing that your brain 
constructs all of your experiences and that your child’s brain constructs 
all of his or her experiences can help you realize that perceptions are mal-
leable and can be reedited if necessary. 

THE BRAIN IS LIKE A GIANT LEGO SET

The whole brain is made up of many billions of individual cells called 
neurons that are linked together. The neurons are clustered into areas or 
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Figure 2.2. Brain lobes and areas of the cortex.
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regions throughout the brain that are specialized for different brain pro-
cesses. The outer rind, or cortex, of the brain has specialized regions for 
vision, hearing, and touch, for example. The deeper parts, or subcortex, 
have specialized regions for memory, emotion, and habit formation, 
among other things. The cortex and subcortex are highly interconnected 
with one another (see Figures 2.2 and 2.3). 

Neurons and How They Are Connected

A neuron is a cell that can transmit an electrical signal. Each neuron 
has branched fibers called dendrites and axons that connect it to other 
neurons (see Figure 2.4). Dendrites transmit the signal toward the cell. 
Axons transmit the signal away from the cell. Along the dendrites and 
axons are many contact points called synapses where the fibers of one 
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Figure 2.3. The cortex and subcortex.
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neuron connect with fibers on another neuron and where the signal is 
transmitted from one neuron to the next. 

When an electrical impulse reaches a synapse, a neurotransmitter 
chemical is released and crosses the gap, like a ferry crossing a tiny river. 
When the neurotransmitter arrives at the other side of the synaptic gap, 
it activates an electrical impulse that allows the information to travel 
along that neuron. The more often a signal moves across a synapse, the 
stronger the connection between the neurons becomes. Eventually, in 
this way, many neurons get “wired” together into brain circuits. The 
relationship you have with your child is what wires the circuits of your 
child’s brain.
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Figure 2.4. Neurons and synapses.
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HOW THE SOCIAL BRAIN WORKS

The social brain is an interconnected collection of brain circuits that are 
all involved in being social. The activity of the social brain makes it pos-
sible for us to successfully navigate our social relationships—to form inti-
mate loving bonds, to be empathic, to share, to take turns, to engage in 
conversation, to play, to cooperate, and to collaborate.

Self and Other: Two Sides of the Same Coin

The social brain treats the self and others as two sides of the same coin. 
Our brain uses what are referred to as shared circuits to re-create the 
experience of others using the same circuits in our brain that we use for 
our own experience. The shared circuits for touch, pain, emotion, and 
behavior, are described in this chapter. Chapter 4 discusses the shared 
circuit of mind.
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Figure 3.1. The social brain.

ReflectiveParent_txt_final.indd   51 11/15/16   4:31 PM



include: moral decision making; anticipating the future consequences of 
one’s decisions; assessing abstract intentions (e.g., generosity, selfishness); 
and in guiding decisions based on the emotions of guilt or envy. Abstract 
intentions play an enormous role in parenting. For example when your 
child is playing with a friend and you say things like, “share your toys” or 
“remember to be fair and take turns,” share and be fair are abstract inten-
tions that can only be understood through the reflective capacity of the 
mentalization system. The posterior cingulate and precuneus are both 
essential for conscious self-reflection. 
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Figure 4.1. The mentalization system.
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Figure 4.2. Two-way perspective taking.

Figure 4.3. Each parent may interpret the child’s  
behavior differently.
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help, functioning can be seriously impaired. Infants and young children 
have a much lower threshold than older children and adults. Your role is 
to sense when your child is near their threshold and needs you to fill in 
and provide them comfort, support, scaffolding, and even coping skills so 
that they can recover. Like it or not, we each have a threshold, and when 
we pass it, we usually do better if we ask for help. This is an essential les-
son to teach your child and to teach yourself. If your child is past their 
threshold, they can’t learn. You will have to help them calm down before 
you can do any instructing or guiding as a parent. Similarly, as a reflective 
parent, you must recognize and accept your own threshold. If you are past 
your threshold, you can’t be of help to anyone. 

When your child can’t recover from stress on their own, this is when 
they cry out or signal their need and expect someone to come and help. 
Being reflective allows you to sense not only when they need help, but 
also when they do not need help. How much they need you to step in 
will change as they develop. The reflective motto is “Step in when they 
need it. Stay back when they can manage on their own.” 

Not talking about stress has negative effects.

When parents don’t recognize or talk about their child’s stress experi-
ence, the child doesn’t recognize it either (Borelli et al., 2010). This can 
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Figure 7.1. Performance levels drop outside the optimum stress level.
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Reflective capacity goes out the window during  
times of stress.

Stress impairs reflective capacity, which returns to normal when the stress 
is relieved (see Figure 7.2). Even mild stress can reduce reflective capacity 
to some degree and impair the performance of tasks that require complex, 
flexible thinking (Arnsten, 2009). When reflective capacity is impaired by 
stress, parents begin to react in a more knee-jerk fashion and their think-
ing becomes more “black-and-white.” They lose the ability for perspective 
taking, which causes them to feel hopeless and helpless and to be more 
likely to misinterpret the meaning of their child’s behavior. Under stress, 
the amygdala can activate a fight, flight, or freeze mode of responding, in 
which people either go into attack mode, remove themselves altogether 
from whatever is causing the stress, or become immobilized. While each of 
these mechanisms can be adaptive in real danger, they are maladaptive 
within the parent–child relationship and can harm the connection. 

Under high stress, even a parent with good reflective capacity may 
lose some of their reflective ability, which can lead to misattunement, 
relationship rupture, and added stress for their child. It isn’t your fault if 
your reflective thinking narrows under stress. That’s just how the brain 
operates. This is why the principles of reflective parenting aim to keep a 
parent’s stress level down as much as possible. 

You are human. Even though there will be times when you are over-
whelmed by stress, it helps to be honest about it. You can let your child 
know that you are stressed and that it’s your problem, not theirs. If you 
are so stressed that you end up being insensitive or unkind to your child, 
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Figure 7.2. When stress goes up, reflective capacity goes down.
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