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Delight and Attachment: 
Building Your Baby’s Brain
When caregivers and babies are sharing moments  
of delight, they are actually building brain structures 
that allow that baby to become a child—and eventually 
an adult—capable of understanding another person’s 
emotions. Moments of delight are how compassion, 
empathy, and love come about.

Why Are We Attracted to Babies’ Faces?
Ever wonder why there are so many laughing baby videos on YouTube? Probably because we are all attracted to babies’ 
faces—especially when they are smiling or laughing! In fact, scientists have shown that adults prefer the rounded shapes 
of babies’ faces to the longer, thinner shape we all grow into. Oh, and we’re not just attracted to looking at those faces. If 
we happen to be around a baby who is looking back at us, we’ll start “talking” to that baby—and we’ll use a particular voice 
too. Looooong vowels, higher pitch—a fairly strange combination of singing and talking. Not only that, we’ll exaggerate our 
facial expressions: eyebrows raised, mouth open, eyes wide. If we talked to our adult friends like that, they’d wonder what 
was wrong with us.

Looking and Talking: Conversations Build Brain Cell Connections
So what is going on? Here are some interesting facts: 

 § All humans use that exaggerated voice. All change their voices in the same way, and it doesn’t matter what language we 
speak or where we are from. The voice even has a name—Motherese—and the sounds and rhythm of that sing-song 
voice have been studied a lot by psychologists. (Note: Dads do it too, so the label Motherese should probably be changed).

 § Babies are involved in this give-and-take of expressions. Even in the first weeks of life, babies show a lot of interest in looking 
at our faces…and when the face they are looking at talks back, the baby will focus on the person’s eyes. Babies crave 
“conversations” with us, just like adults love baby videos. And they crave the delight we show in them. 

Delight is Brain Food
Delight is food for your baby’s brain. Really. That exchange of looks and voice and smiles is helping to shape your baby’s 
brain pathways. Brain scientists who study babies use an important term: “Neurons that fire together wire together.” 
Through repeated experience, your baby is creating brain pathways that will be used over and over again. And the adult 
brain is getting stimulated too. In fact, seeing your own baby’s face excites what is called a “reward pathway” in your brain. 
It’s a chemical and electrical storm of joy that keeps us wanting to imitate our baby’s noises and expressions! And this all 
happens without us really thinking about it.

Building Mirror Neurons
So why are adults drawn to the baby’s face? Why do adults naturally change 
our voices to talk to babies in “conversations” that include eye contact and 
imitation? Why does this happen without us even thinking about it? It turns out 
that when caregivers and babies are sharing those moments of delight, they 
are actually building brain structures that allow that baby to become a child—
and eventually an adult—capable of understanding another person’s emotions. 
In other words, moments of delight are how compassion, empathy, and love 
come about. 
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In fact, brain scientists have recently discovered a type of brain cells called 
“mirror neurons” that help explain what is going on. Mirror neurons fire both 
when we do an action ourselves and when we watch others do something 
similar. Because of mirror neurons, we feel an emotion simply by seeing 
someone else’s actions. Mirror neurons explain why we cringe when we 
see someone else get hurt and why laughter is contagious. 

We now know that mirror neurons are active even in the first hour of a 
baby’s life. However, like the rest of the baby’s brain, the mirror neuron 
system needs to have lots of experiences to be developed. By sharing 
delight with our babies, we are building their ability to be kind, caring 
toddlers. And as we help those toddlers manage their strong emotions by 
recognizing, naming, and accepting those emotions, we are helping them 
become children who are tuned in to other people’s emotions!

What if I’m Not Feelin’ It?
It’s probably true that every caregiver, at some point, feels so stressed by 
their baby’s emotional states that they “check out” and miss the chance to 
share a moment of delight. No big deal…there’ll soon enough be another 
chance. But what if you feel like your mood makes it hard to experience 
delight in your baby most of the time? That can feel truly overwhelming. 
Some caregivers are experiencing depression—which is when you feel sad 
most of the time or don’t have much energy to do things you used to enjoy. 
Here are two questions that can help you decide if you need to seek help:

1. “During the last 2 weeks have you been bothered by feeling down, 
depressed, or hopeless?” 

2. “During the last 2 weeks have you been bothered by having little 
interest or pleasure in activities?” 

If you are bothered by hopelessness or a lack of pleasure and caring for your 
baby feels like it is always a chore, you should see your primary care doctor 
to see if you can get help. Depression is treatable. Finding your way back to 
shared delight with your baby is important for you and for your baby.

What if My Baby Doesn’t Seem Tuned In to Me?
While most babies are drawn to our faces and engage us in lots of shared 
delight, sometimes caregivers will get the sense that their baby is just 
not as interested in eye contact as other babies are. Shared delight may 
still happen, but for a small number of caregivers, the connection seems 
forced at times and they may suspect something is wrong. Babies who 
rarely share joy, don’t try to get their caregiver’s attention, and have trouble 
holding eye contact by age 1 should be seen by their doctor. A visit with a 
doctor should be made if you feel your baby might not be sharing delight 
as other children do.

Because of  
mirror neurons, 
we feel an 
emotion simply  
by seeing 
someone else’s 
actions.
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