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course of development of the individual. In general, the criteria for diagnosis of a development 
disorder have to do with severity, duration, pervasiveness, and degree of impairment.

There are a number of sensitive periods in which disruptions can lead to long-term effects. 
For example, what happens when events such as war or natural disasters interrupt the normal 
caregiving patterns? A British psychiatrist, John Bowlby (1951) sought to determine what would 
happen if a young child had his or her physical needs such as food and housing satisfied but did 
not experience a close emotional connection. His early work examined children who became 
orphans during World War II. They were physically cared for but lacked the same level of emo-
tional attention typically provided by a caregiver, such as a mother caring for her own infant. 
Bowlby’s and later research has shown that these infants display patterns of interpersonal behav-
iors that have been associated with psychological problems. He referred to the infant–mother 
relationship as attachment.

Other sensitive developmental periods are directly related to the brain and to the turning on 
and off of genes. If genetic or other malfunctions happen at these times, psychopathologies or 
other developmental problems may develop later in the child’s life. The brain is also dynamic in 
the sense that experiences can influence brain development. This can be positive, as seen in the 
study presented in Chapter 3 that shows that early experience with music changes the manner 
in which brain areas develop. As you will see, treatment can significantly improve a number of 

developmental disorders, which also shows the plasticity of the brain 
in early life. It can also be negative in that trauma can influence brain 
structures as well as epigenetic processes in which the environment 
influences the way genes turn on and off. However, as noted by Caspi 
and others (Caspi et al., 2002; Caspi, Hairi, Holmes, Uher, & Moffitt, 
2010), variations in genetic makeup make some individuals more 
sensitive to maltreatment and stress than others, which in turn can 
lead to psychological disorders. Overall, early environmental experi-
ences have been shown to influence brain development, neurotrans-
mitter functioning, and neuroendocrine function, which in turn 
can influence psychopathological behaviors (Burnette & Cicchetti, 
2012).

Current research has shown detrimental effects on both physi-
cal and mental conditions in relation to physical and sexual abuse, 

TABLE 5.1 Categories in DSM–5 in Which Selective  
Childhood Disorders Are Described

Trauma- and Stressor-Related Disorders

•• Reactive Attachment Disorder

•• Disinhibited Social Engagement Disorder

Neurodevelopmental Disorders

•• Autism Spectrum Disorder

•• Attention Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD)

•• Disorders of Learning

•• Motor Disorders (e.g., Tic Disorder, Tourette’s Disorder)

Disruptive, Impulse Control, and Conduct Disorders

•• Conduct Disorder

•• Oppositional Defiant Disorder

Human infants display an amazing ability to form connections 
with their caregivers.
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