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ENCAGEMENT-DISENGAGEMENT AND EARLY OBJECT EXPERTENCES

Featrice Beebe and Daniel H. Sterm
Department of Psychiatry

Cornell University Medical Center-New York Hospital

New York, New York 10021

IHTRODUCTTON

The last decade's research has revelutionized our view of the
capacities of the human infant in the early months, forcing a recog-
nition of his considerable receptivity to environmental stimulacion
and his own capacity to seek stimulation and initiate social inter-
actions. Particularly significant has been an appreciation of the
central role of the infant's capacity for vis-a-vis orientation and
sustained visual regard, which are considered to be among the most
fundamental paradigms of communication, and central to the develop-
ing attachment between mother and infant (Walters & Parke, 19635;
Robson, 1967).

Less, however, is known about the infant's capacity to modulate
or regulate his social stimulation, particularly in situations of
overstimulation. The management of incoming stimulation within a
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comfortable range has been seen as a central adaptive task of infancy
since Freud's Project for a Scientific Psychology (1897). He formu-
lated the notion of a stimulus barrier which protected the neonate
from uncomfortable levels of stimulation by shutting off the percep-
tual function. With increasing appreciation of the infant's capacity
for an active role, more recent formulations have stressed the in-
fant's own active contributiom to the task of regulating the intake
of environmental stimulation (Spitz, 1965; Benjamin, 1965; Brody &
Axelrad, 1970). It is important to note that internal arousal is

so closely tied to external stimulation for the infant that behavioral
modes of modulating the latter always have implications for the for-
mer. That is, the infant's repulation of his environmental stimula-
tion will also regulate his arousal. ({The notion of internal arousal
or activation level is becoming more problematical, but some similar
notion is required.)

If the infant's behavior in a social Interaction is under con-
sideration, then the external stimuli are no more or less than ano-
ther's behavior, and the infant thus becomes a partial creator and
modulator of his own interpersonal "object experiences." 1In this
paper, a spectrum of interpersonal object experiences along the di-
mension of engagement-disengagement will be examined. By "object
experiences,” we mean the infant sensorimotor experience of modulat-
ing or regulating his own behavior in relation to the behavior of an
interpersonal object. The proposition will be made that the behav-
iors which constitute the gradations of this engagement-disengagement
spectrum are the actual experiential events from which inferences are
made about early coping and defensive operations, as well as about
the process of separation-individuation. Lastly, it will be proposed
that the behaviors constituting the gradations of the engapement-
disengagement spectrum, that is, this series of object experiences,
are the early building blocks for later internal representations.

METHOD
A. GENERAL ISSUES OF LEVELS OF ANALYSIS

One source of difficulty in studying infancy is that the orpani-
zation of the organism and nature of 1ts transactions with the en-
vironment seem quite foreign in comparison with the adult, or even
the young child, where the child's capacity for locomotion, manipu-
lation of objects, and primitive symbolic functioning offer a basis
from which to infer motivation and intrapsychic structure. We lack
appropriate analogous behavioral units in infancy.

With this consideration in mind, we have used the method of
frame-by-frame film analysis in the hope that it may provide a route
to psychic functioning in infancy analogous to play, free associatiom, |
ot the dream in the older child or adult. This methed has the follow- |
ing advantages: (a) behavioral units appropriate to the capacity of I
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the infant organism, with demonstrable functional significance in

the interaction, can be identified; (b) the "stream" of events con-
stituting the interaction can be followed moment-by-moment, in its
natural sequence; (c)} the film can be viewed and re-viewed suffi-
ciently slowly to identify the fleeting, "micromomentary" (Haggard

& Isaacs, 1966) events which have impressed us as having fundamental
significance in the iInteraction; (d) the analysis of events can be
sufficiently detailed to capture the subtlety and complexity of these
fleeting phenomena.

B. ISSUES IN ASSESSING ENGAGEMENT-DISENGAGEMENT

The central finding was that the three to four month infant has
a remarkable repertoire of maneuvers with which to modulate his ob-
ject experiences. An effort has been made to categorize this reper-
toire so as to further differentiate qualities or modes of relatedness
to the interpersonal object in the free play situation at three to
four months. Any effort at categorization, however, confronts prob-
lems of nomenclature and operationalization. We propose to describe
this repertoire in terms of an engagement-disengagement spectrum
{Table 1). Although based on behavioral observations, the descrip-
tion of the spectrum and the ordering of its gradations is a heuristic
model .

Whether engagement-disengagement is the best term for this ob-.
vious and crucial dimension of human experience, remains an open
question. This term has been chosen due to its relative neutrality,
Although gradations in the spectrum will be made, it is important to
emphasize that this is not strictly a unidimensional, linear scale.
The gradations do not imply "magnitudes,"” but rather complex qual-
ities or modes of object-relatedness. Each gradation in the spectrum
in itself encompasses a subtle range of object experiences (Table 2).
HNevertheless, some "directional" implication in this spectrum is re-
tained, in the sense that it is anchored at one end by an intense,
affectively positive focal enpagement (Figure 1}.2 and at the other
end by a complete cessation of the play encounter and a termination
of relatedness.

To define and operationalize gradations of the engagement range,
it is necessary to take into account the simultaneous operation of
a number of different behavioral events. 1In real life, the process
of engagement, its quantity and quality, is a composite of a number of

2Figuraa l, 2, and 3 are phote examples of film, with split-screen
from two cameras, one on infant and one on mother (or experimenter),
who are seated opposite each other in a vis-a-vis position. The
numbers at the top of the photos refer to frames occurring 24 per
second.
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Figure 1, This is a photo example of film, with split-screen from
two cameras, one on infant and one on experimenter, who are seated
opposite each other In a vis-a-vis position.

eriteria of relatedness. Accordingly, the range or spectrum of
gradations of engagement-disengagement takes into account the fol=-
lowing criteria: (1) whether and how the mother is perceived visu-
ally; (2) the orientation and changes of orientation of the infant
relative to the mother: (3) whether the mother is reacted to; (&)
the direction of the infant's movement relative to the mother; and
{(5) the nmature of the infant's facial expressiveness or affect
generated.

C. CRITERIA OF THE SPECTRUM OF ENCAGEMENT-DISENGAGEMENT

1. Types of Visual Perception

The four-month infant has two primary modes of wisual
perception: (a) foveal, and (k) peripheral.

{a) When the infant is looking directly at a "target
object," in this case the mother's face, the image is processed in
the foveal area of the retina, It is here that form or pattern rec-
ognition of the image occurs. With the use of foveal vision by four
months, the infant can distinguish different faces and can make primi-
tive distinctions in the configurations or facial expressions of the
same face {(Brown, 1975).

(b) Peripheral vision processes the movement of ob-
jects falling on the retina outside the foveal area. In =so doing,
it tracks the direction and speed of any moving object, and accord-
ingly monitors the presence and movements of objects at which the
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Table 2

Finer Gradations of The Engagement-Disengagement Spectrum

1. Facing and Looking 4. Dodging (mot lookin
a. sustained positive a. head through center with-
b. fluctuations positive, out look
negative, neutral b. head away 5° - 30°
c. sustained mild negative c. head away 30% - 60° +
d. intent watching body back/away
d. refusing a reorientation
2. Side Looking by mother
e. active pulling away
a. positive f. head away 60° - 90
b. negative
c. neutral 5. Inhibition of Responsivity
3. Visual Checking a. stare-glaze
b. limp head-hang at center
a. horizontal (one-sided) ¢. limp head-hang at side
b. side to side (checking d. head held 90°

on the run)

6. Fuaagcrg

7. Turn to Environment (Escape)

infant is not directly locking. By four months, this "peripheral
visual monitoring" is estimated to be effective in the full 1809

of the horizontal visual field (Tronik, 1975). The importance of
the foveal mode in establishing primary attachment to the mother is
well established (Rheingold, 1961; Walters & Parke, 1965; Bowlby,
1969; Stern, 1974). Much less emphasis has been placed on the sig-
nificance of peripheral visual monitoring for understanding the
range and nature of interactions that transpire outside of focal,
foveal engagement.

2. Head Orientation in the Horizontal Plane

The infant can navigate changes in head orientation of a
full 180° by four months, Five distinctions can be made: direct
"center vis-a-vis" opposite the mother; a "para-central zone" en-
compassing up to 30 on either side of the center, in which the in-
. fant can still look or make side glances; a "near peripheral zone"

of 30 to 60 degrees; a "far peripheral zone" of 60 to 90 degrees;
] and a zone past 90° where peripheral processing is no longer possible
| [ (turn to environment). Although the horizontal plane has been
|
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stressed, it is more accurate to think of movements in all three
spatial dimensions, such that movements in the horizontal plane
often involve movements in the wvertical plane as well.

3. Reactivity to the Mother

Reactivity to another human being is a crucial but broad
concept. For the purposes of this paper and the level of analysis
its methodology allows, a small but crucial sector of the entire
area of "reactivity" will be defined. This reactivity occurs at
the "micro" or split-second level, and has been termed "micromomen—
tary" (Haggard & Isaacs, 1966). Both mother and infant live in a
"split-second world." From previous work, it is known that maternal
and infant acts, such as changes in facial expression, head movements,
discrete hand movements, etec., last the range of half a second (Beebe,
1973; Stern, 1975). From the case illustration to be described below,
the average duration of such maternal and infant behaviors were half a
second and one-third of a second, respectively.

Documenting reactivity requires defining the stimulus,
the response, and their relationship. The issue of deciding what
constitutes a stimulus, as against a response on either partner's
part, is particularly complicated. Some of the mother—infant or in-
fant-mother sequences occur almost synchronously, others overlap (in
that one starts before the preceding behavior of the partner is com-
pleted), and in other cases, there is a short lapse between the end
of one partner's behavior and the onset of the other's "response."
Given this situation, the presence of "reactivity" rests on the demon-
stration of contingent or functional relations with specific temporal
criteria. The mean reaction times (from onset of one member's be-
havior to onset of partner's behavior) for contingent sets of mater-
nal-infant and infant-maternal sequences were on the order of a third
of a second (.38 and .31 respectively). On the basis of the contin-
gent analysis described below, and ongoing work in this laboratery,
we assume, for the purpose of this chapter, the existence of mutual
micromomentary reactivity between mother and infant. We do not mean
to imply that they are always reacting to each other im this fashion,
but rather that they are capable of 1t for stretches of time. Thus,
both can be remarkably sensitive to, and capable of rapldly readjust-
ing to the other's behavioral adjustments.

Three separate categories or forms of reactivity are dif-
ferentiated:

{a) Split-second responsivity can occur for the in-
fant during foveal or peripheral wvisual processing, and is termed
"mieromomentary responsivity" (Haggard and Isaacs, 1966). These re-
ciprocal responses between mother and infant occur so quickly that
one can usually not grasp them with the naked eye. Thus, many be-
haviors detected with the method of frame-by-frame analysis po
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unnoticed in normal observation procedures. Their rapidity suggests
that, at least for the mother, these events occur partially out of
awareness or conscious control.

{b) Another form of reactivity has been termed "in-
hibition of (micromomentary) responsivity." The term inhibition is
used to describe the sudden cessation of reactivity, when the infant
suddenly becomes motionless, either limp or with a frozen rigidity,
particularly during a period of strenuous maternal stimulation (Fig-
ure 2). It 1s a sudden breaking of a previous micromomentary re-
sponsivity.

{c) A third category has been termed (micromomentar-
ily) "unrelated." In this case, functional analysis fails to show
contingency within a time criterion of two seconds from the onset of
the stimulus behavior.

{4) Direction of Movement

! Direction can be roughly categorized as approach, withdrawal,

ke or neither. These directions apply to larger head and body movements
| in all three axes (vertical, horizontal, and saggital). A withdrawal,
| for example, may be an integrated head movement to the side and down,
[ﬂ which can occur in any of the sectors of horizontal head orientation
l! described previously. An appreach may encompass not only a horizon-
i tal movement toward the mother, but also an up and forward movement

H in the vertical and saggital axes (Beebe, 1973).

{5) MNature of Facial Expressiveness

| Many fine nuances of subtle expressiveness exist from birth

l {Charlesworth, 1973; Beebe & Bennett, 1975). HNevertheless, we
roughly categorize expressions as: positive (mouth openings and
widenings, which, if foveal visual regard is sustained, can crescendo
4 into full "gape smiles" (see Beebe, 1973); neutral, and negative (lip-
ins, grimaces, frowns).

i D. GRADATIONS OF THE ENGAGEMENT-DISENGACEMENT SPECTRUM

An overview of the criteria scored, which comprise the engagement-
disengagement spectrum, are shown in Table 1. These criteria have
[ been utilized to make rough gradations in the spectrum. Each of these
rougher gradations has been given a common descriptive name that cor-
responds to normally observable interactive events. These are: "fac-
ing and looking," "side looking," "wisual checking," "dodging," "in-
hibition of responsivity," "fuss/ery," and "turn to environment." The
1 rough gradations of the engagement spectrum indicate the changing na-
ture of the infant's behavior relative to the criteria defined above.
It also shows what compromises the Iinfant makes with respect to in-
formation intake, or what aspects of functioning "drop out" as the
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Figure 2; A,B,C. These are photo examples of film, with split-screen from two cameras, one on ipn-
fant and one on mother, who are seated opposite each other in a yis-a-vis position. The numbers
at the top of the photos refer to frames occurring 24 per second.
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