
THE RELEVANCE AND IMPORTANCE 
OF INFANT OBSERVATION:                       

Attention, Linking and Containment 
- Learning from Infant Observation

The model of infant observation, developed 
initially by Esther Bick, has been practised for 
over 60 years. Initially developed as part of the 
training for child psychotherapists, infant 
observation is now  widely applied in clinical 
settings, for health and social care professionals 
and it is increasingly recognised as an important 
and distinctive method of research.  
This paper will explore key features of the model, 
including paying close attention to emotional and 
behavioural detail, and the negotiation of 
anxieties through reflection and containment. 

 The discussion will focus on how the model of 
infant observation has benefit in three particular 
areas: 

(1) for developing the therapist/clinician's 
capacity to be aware of, manage and 
make sense of infantile feelings.

(2)  for understanding the infant in the older 
child/young person in clinical and wider 
professional settings.

(3) generating knowledge through research 
about infancy and parent-infant 
relationships, especially regarding 
emotionality and relatedness. This 
knowledge can be fruitfully applied to 
situations where there are difficulties in the 
infant’s development and relationships.

(4) The discussion will be illustrated with 
examples from infant observations, clinical 
material and research.
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STEPHEN BRIGGS is Professor of Social 
Work and Director of the Centre for Social 
Work Research. He holds degrees from 
Cambridge (BA History), Oxford (MSc 
Applied Social Studies and University of 
East London (PhD). Since qualifying as a 
social worker in 1977 he has combined an 
academic career with continuing 
involvement in practice; he has worked 
since 1991 in multidisciplinary mental 
health practice in the Tavistock Clinic’s 
Adolescent Department. He joined the  
University of East London in 1994, became 
Reader in 2003 and Professor in 2006. His 
research interests are psycho-socially 
oriented and psychoanalytically informed. 
One of these areas is infant Observation. 
He is the author of a number of books 
including  “Growth and Risk In 
Infancy” {London, Jessica Kingsley, 1997).
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