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As you can well imagine, birth itself represents a major change for the infant (Ben-Ari, 2015; 
Lagercrantz & Slotkin, 1986). Four critical events occur. First, the infant goes from an environ-
ment in which it is surrounded by fluid to one of air in which oxygen is acquired in a different 
manner. Second, there is a reduction in temperature. Third, a change occurs in the availability of 
nutrients in that feeding is not continuous after birth. Fourth and finally, there is a change from a 
sterile environment to one with pathogens, which in turn helps the immune system to develop. 
With these environmental changes come some profound biochemical changes. These changes 
help to create an alert infant shortly after birth. However, the changes can also trigger the possibil-
ity of certain disorders developing. In particular, the neurotransmitter GABA and the hormone 
oxytocin, which relate to EEG activity in the infant brain, may under certain conditions lead to 
autism spectrum disorders (Ben-Ari, 2015).

Before a child is born, the brain begins to form the connections necessary to perform basic 
sensory and motor functions (see Konrad & Eickhoff, 2010, for an overview of connectivity in the 
brain). Overall, the first areas to develop in an infant are involved in movement and vision. After 
that, the brain develops from back to front. The last area to develop is the frontal lobes, which 

continue to develop into early adulthood.

Effects of Early Life Stress
Early life stress is defined as the situation in which the child is 
unable to cope given the demands that he or she experiences 
(McLaughlin et al., 2012; Pechtel & Pizzagalli, 2011). These 
situations range from natural disasters to the death of a par-
ent to child mistreatment. In 2009, about 22.5% of all children 
in the United States came to the attention of child protective 
services. However, not all of these reports from teachers, the 
police, and others were substantiated. Child abuse or neglect is 
estimated to be approximately 10% in the United States. By the 
age of adolescence, some 58% of all adolescents reported expe-
riencing some type of adversity during their lifetime with over 
half of these reporting multiple experiences. In terms of DSM  

FIGURE 5.2 When Is a Child at Risk for Developing Mental Disorders?
During childhood, attachment disorders develop prior to autism spectrum disorders. After age 3, oppositional disorders can be seen. 
School phobia can appear as the child begins kindergarten or primary school.

Source: Tasman, Kay, Lieberman, First, & Maj (2008, p. 107).
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Stress and adversity during childhood and adolescence can have a 
greater impact than during adulthood.
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