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Biological relativity refers to the concept that any experi-
ence will have much more impact on a rapidly changing
system than on a stable system. The developing brain is an
incredibly fast-moving system in the first three years of life.
At birth, it is consuming about 65 per cent of calorie intake
compared to about 15 per cent for mature adults. The rate of
change of the brain in an infant is about 100,000 times greater
than the rate of change for a mature brain. 

This has important implications for the nutritional value of
touch. Touch is a trigger for the release, by the brain, of hor-
mones necessary for calorie use. The Spitz studies (Spitz &
Wolf, 1946) and the Romanian orphans’ experience have
shown the importance of human contact for the growing
organism. Biological relativity explains why babies can die if
they are not touched for a couple of weeks – and leaving babies
without this input for hours can be a form then of child
neglect on a par with months of solitary confinement for an
adult. 

The brain develops and organises in a use-dependent fash-
ion. There are about twice the number of synapses in the brain
at the beginning of life compared with when it is fully devel-
oped (and it is about 85 per cent developed by age three).
These synapses either survive or fail to survive based on a
sculpting process of these undeveloped and undifferenti-
ated neurons whereby sensory activation of synaptic con-
nections reinforce some over others. The repetitive neuronal
experience and activity of the growing brain ensures that cer-
tain synaptic connections are maintained through the genet-
ically determined developmental timetable. This sculpting or
pruning away of little-used synapses occurs together with the
reinforcing of repeated experiences producing permanent
synaptic patterns. The process means that positive and 
negative experiences in the first years of life influence how
children will be wired as adults. 

Where there is no patterned sensory experience (for example,
if the baby is not consistently responded to by being picked
up and held when distressed), then the brain does not inter-
nalise a positive association for that experience. A brain
memory template is formed so that future distress is then inter-
preted as new or threatening and the child doesn’t learn to self-
soothe based on the pattern of ‘someone usually comes’
(Perry, 1998). The brain hates surprises and treats any new
experience initially as negative and stressful until patterned
responses set up a positive memory template. So when a
healthy ‘someone will come’ expectation is missing, new
experiences are not recognised as positive compared to pre-
vious conditioned experience. For social communication and
affiliation, the consequence for social connection with new
people throughout life is huge here where, as babies, people
have missed these positive conditioning experiences. Being
connected to each other is then a neurobiologically mediated
function (Perry, 1998).

In cases of infant abuse or neglect by the primary caregiver,
the primary template for interaction is negative and stressful,
which is then generalised to all personal relationships. 

Such stressful states (which were adaptive for the baby under
threat) become maladaptive traits in the adult and the brain
develops a sustained position of high arousal or dissociation.
Since the establishment of this trait is happening at a time
when biological relativity means that the moment is so
intense, it follows that survival in the moment becomes the
over-riding concern of that individual. 

Sphere of concern and social capital formation
Just as parts of the brain are specifically dedicated to seeing
properly, others are dedicated to social affiliation and 
attachment. Part of the brain is literally activated in response
to inter-communication and touch. These experiences can be
described for an infant as a ‘somato-sensory bath’ (as impor-
tant to sustaining life as food and water). The interaction
between infant and caregiver (movement, sound, sight, smell,
touch) causes patterned neuronal activity that goes to a part
of the brain that organises empathy, social affiliation, and
responsibility for other people. This development starts in the
womb as the foetus experiences the soothing constancy of
maternal heartbeat, warmth, and nourishment. 

This is all involved in what Perry (1998) calls the ‘sphere of
concern’ of the individual. There is a neurobiology to this part
of the brain that is involved in social affiliation and attachment.
That the brain is biased to social affiliation and attachment
explains our survival as a species. We survived because we
were connected, not because we were smart. Attached came
first, and smart came later!

‘Sphere of concern’ which makes us feel connected to and
responsible for other people is related to attachment, which
is related to reward. There is a relationship between the
reward part of our brain and the attachment part of our
brain. When a newborn baby is picked up by a mother 
with a healthy neurobiology, reward will be experienced by
that mother as an automatic self-reinforcing process. The
smell, sound, and touch of the baby all build strong healthy
positive attachment crucial for the survival and thriving of the
baby. If the mother does not have that healthy neurobiology
(and we have all seen this in our work), there is no ‘kick-in’

• Tell children never to give out personal information such
as surname, address, telephone number

• Remind children that people are not always who,they
say they are online

• Supervise your child’s use of the Internet and become
computer literate

• Organisations or schools should never post photos of
children with any identifying information on the Internet

• Tell your child never to arrange a face to face meeting
with some one they have met on the Internet

• Ask your child to immediately exit any chatroom or shut
down from any site that has suggestive, obscene or
harassing messages and to report the site to a teacher
or parent. Tell them never to respond to such messages

• Use blocking software such as Net nanny and Cyber
Patrol that will filter out sites

For further information on Internet safety issues see
www.netalert.net.au
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