
International Scientific Journal 
 

 
 

ISSN 2313-7525 
 

 

Fundamental and Applied Researches 
In Practice of Leading Scientific Schools 

2015 – 4 (10) 
 

http://orcid.org/0000-0003-4037-9652 
 

 

3 

Perinatal Psychology: Formation History 

and Present 

 
Bulatevych N.M., PhD 
Taras Shevchenko National University, Kiev 
 

Article info Abstract: 
The article discusses the history of the formation of 

perinatal psychology. Stages of formation of this area of 
psychological knowledge and practice are allocated. Analyzes 
the major psychological schools and approaches that underlie 
modern perinatal psychology (psychoanalysis, attachment 
theory, transpersonal psychology, etc.). The main approaches 
to the definition of the subject of perinatal psychology are 
submitted, as well as the main directions of modern theoretical 
research in this field.  
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Перинатальна 
психологія: історія 
формування і 
сьогодення 

Анотація: 
Статтѐ присвѐчена проблемі історії становленнѐ 

перінатальної психології. Виокремлено етапи становленнѐ ціюї 
області психологічних знань та практики. Аналізуятьсѐ 
основні психологічні школи та підходи, на ѐких базуютьсѐ 
сучасна перінатальна психологіѐ (психоаналіз, теоріѐ 
прив’ѐзаності, трансперсональна психологіѐ та ін.). Подаятьсѐ 
основні підходи до визначеннѐ предмету перінатальної 
психології. Зазначаятьсѐ основні сучасні напрѐмки 
теоретичних досліджень в даній області. 
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Introduction 

Relevance of research. In the XX century the idea of influence of prenatal 
experience and birth process on the formation of properties of the human psyche 
and the adult life appeared and strengthened in the psychological literature and 
practice. Such concepts as ‘perinatal experience’, ‘perinatal problems’, and 
‘perinatal injury’ appeared. The clinical experience of doctors and therapists gave 
a powerful impulse to design new field of knowledge – perinatal psychology. 
Today, the perinatal psychology develops rapidly. It is obvious that the results 
gained in this field lead to rethinking of pregnancy and delivery process, 
rethinking of formation of the parenting psychological support technologies, 
psychological and preventive training pregnant women and their partners to the 
delivery. According to G.Brekhman, the perinatal psychology plays a special role 
in obtaining reliable data on the mental, emotional and intellectual development 
of the child during pregnancy and delivery with a view of the practical application 
of this knowledge for the future generations [2]. The process of developing 
methodological principles of perinatal psychology continues, therefore, the 
issues related to understanding of theoretical concept that laid the foundations 
for its development are still important. 

The purpose of this article is to analyze the formation of perinatal 
psychology, outlining the major areas of research in modern perinatal 
psychology. 

Perinatal psychology is rather young direction in psychology. For example, 
in Ukraine it began to form during the last two decades. The perinatal psychology 
has strong interdisciplinary connections with individual psychology, clinical 
psychology and psychosomatic medicine, and family psychology. G.I.Brekhman 
defines perinatal psychology as a new area of knowledge that studies the 
circumstances and consistent patterns of human development in the early 
stages: in the prenatal, perinatal and neonatal phase, and their impact on a 
person's further life [3]. According to the definition of N.P.Kovalenko, the 
perinatal psychology is an area of psychology that studies the ‘mother-father-
child’ system under the circumstances of pregnancy, birth and child feeding [9]. 
G.G.Filipova defines the perinatal psychology as a field of psychology that deals 
with impregnation, pregnancy, birth and the early period of the child’s 
development [14]. K.N.Bilohay calls the perinatal psychology an area of research 
that examines the development of the child and their relationships with the 
parents (especially with mother) during training of parents before the 
impregnation and till the completion of the main stages of separation of the child 
from the mother [1]. 

I.V.Dobryakov defines the perinatal psychology as a ‘field of psychology 
that studies the origin, dynamics and characteristics of psychological and mental 
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development of ‘mother – child’ system on the early stages of ontogenesis of a 
person from impregnation to the early years after the birth within the interaction 
with the mother’ [7, p.32]. I.V.Dobryakov stresses that the perinatal psychology is 
an important part of perinatology. In perinatology, as a field of medicine, within 
the solution of practical and theoretical problems, 3 major sections were formed: 
perinatal medicine, perinatal psychology and perinatal pedagogy. ‘The 
appearance of these sections, - writes I.V.Dobryakov, - was marked by the fact 
that professionals working in relevant fields began to organize thematic 
conferences, conventions, and congresses, create their own associations. 
However, for many doctors, the perinatology was and still is the only field of 
medicine’ [7, p.18]. 

Within the development of perinatal psychology, we can arbitrarily 
distinguish several stages. 

Development of concepts of mental life before birth to the pre-scientific 
phase of psychology development. Certain cultural traditions, rituals, customs, 
omens towards pregnant women are present in every culture, every nation and 
ethnic group. For ancient civilizations importance of pregnancy was significant. 
The ancient Egyptians, Indians and other nations developed their own laws for 
pregnant women, couples and society. The wealth rituals and ceremonies often 
related even to the impregnation process. Thus, more than a thousand years ago 
in China there were ‘prenatal clinics’ where future mothers spent their pregnancy 
period, surrounded by peace and beauty. In ancient India, a pregnant woman was 
considered untouchable. She pursued some arts, spiritual exercises, and watched 
the nature. It was recommended to take only delicious food, preferably fruits, 
vegetables and cereals. The food had to be well prepared and consecrated in the 
temple. It is under these conditions that the internal world of the child and 
psyche develop in the most favorable way [15].  

The Slavic culture has also many traditions and beliefs associated with 
pregnancy and delivery. Thus, the ancient Slavs believed that within the same 
family the souls of ancestors can incarnate multiple times in children. Therefore, 
every child in the mother's womb was considered the soul of a relative who was 
to be reincarnated: grandfather, great-grandmother and others. So, not wanting 
to hurt their family, each representative of the family treated pregnant woman 
with special care and attention. Pregnant woman was a kind of contact between 
the world of ancestors and descendants. It was believed that she was endowed 
with magical powers and was under the patronage of the divine ancestors. It is at 
that time that the idea appeared that the refusal to a pregnant, inappropriate 
attitude to her would make ancestors angry and cause troubles to the 
descendants. A good sign was to come to the pregnant woman with a gift, 
especially for childless women and women who have just got married. They 
believed that they could get fertility in that way. All wishes of the pregnant 
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women were fulfilled, because it was thought that the baby needs it. It was a bad 
sign to refuse the pregnant woman; our ancestors believed that it would cause 
misfortune. Pregnant women were protected from hard work and negative 
emotions. These and other traditions really helped to harmonize the 
psychological state of pregnant women. Many of these cultural features of 
attitude to the future mother still remain. 

The accumulation of scientific knowledge about perinatal period of human 
development (early - mid twentieth century). The scientific study of psychological 
perinatal period was the work of psychoanalysts since the beginning of the 
twentieth century (A.Freud, J.Bowlby, O.Rank, E.Erickson, K.Horney, M.Klein, 
D.Winnikott, S.Fanti, M.Marconi). 

One of the first questions about the influence of the delivery process on 
mental life was raised by O.Rank. He described the life of the child before birth as 
heavenly existence, and the striving to get back to this state will remain in the 
unconscious of a man after the birth. The process of birth is a major trauma in life 
that creates a high level of anxiety and is the prototype of an alarming situation in 
the future. This anxiety tends to occur in adult’s critical situations and is 
expressed in neurotic symptoms. The main goal of psychotherapy, according to 
O.Rank shall be the elimination of such anxiety [12].  

A number of works within the psychoanalytic school has been dedicated to 
the early period of ontogenesis. Thus, in the works of A.Freud, M.Klein, J.Bowlby, 
D.Winnikott and others, the crucial factor for the formation of the psyche of the 
child was given to the relationship with the mother and immediate environment. 
At the early stages of a child development the mother is a key figure that creates 
confidence in the world, reducing separation anxiety by providing the basic 
needs. That is to the works of these authors that we owe a thorough 
development of the concept of a ‘mother-child’ which that is one of the key 
systems in the perinatal psychology [4, 5]. 

The founder of the child psychoanalysis M.Klein and A.Freud attached great 
importance to relations between mother and baby, considering them among the 
most important factors influencing the psyche and personality traits. A.Freud 
during child psychoanalysis engaged parents to cooperation, studying the 
attachment of mother to child, and believed that mental activity of the child 
should be studied in a family environment. 

D.Winnikott believed that emotional development during the first year of 
life was the foundation for all mental health. ‘Studying the personality and 
character of the child, - wrote D. Winnikott, - we have to take into account the 
events of the first days and hours (and even days of prenatal life ); the experience 
unconsciously ‘absorbed’ during the delivery can also be important [5, p.6]. In his 
works D.Winnikott emphasized repeatedly the exceptional emotional 
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dependence of baby on mother: it is impossible to speak about the development 
and even the life of the baby in isolation from maternal care. 

In works of J.Bowlby and M. Einvort the early relationships between an 
adult and a baby were considered through the concept of ‘affection’, and its 
various types were experimentally defined. J. Bowlby believed the relationships 
of the child with the mother are a key for normal harmonious mental 
development. ‘Affection’ to mother or a person replacing her - that creates an 
internal island of safety and reliability in a small child. The need for intimacy is a 
basic need determining a close relationship in the dyad ‘mother-child’. Proximity 
provides security, allows being engaged in research, studying, and adapting to 
new situations. Even under one year age, the child is able to determine such 
distance to the mother that allows the baby let her know about their needs with 
sniveling and get some assistance. If the mother is unattainable or child thinks so, 
the kid’s activities aimed at restoring intimacy intensify. If the need for intimacy is 
not satisfied, the child does not feel safe anymore. Only with a developed sense 
of security, the child gradually increases the distance that he/she lets the mother 
go quietly. If the mother (or a person replacing her) recognizes and tries to meet 
the needs of the baby in the comfort and security, the basal level of child’s 
anxiety decreases, and self-confidence increases, and the activities are directed 
to the discovery of the surrounding world. Otherwise, the anxiety persists, and 
the activities are directed to the attempts to ensure a sense of security. 
M.Einsvort experimentally proved the existence of different types of affection: 
secure, avoiding and ambivalent [4]. 

Thus, in psychological theory and practice, an idea of the impact of prenatal 
experience and delivery, and the first years of life on the rest of mental life 
formed gradually. 

Transformation of prenatal psychology into a separate branch of 
psychological science. Since 70-ies of the XX century, the particular importance of 
the perinatal period for the further development of the individual was reasonably 
proven within transpersonal psychology (S.Hrof, F.Lake, A.Hunter, W.Emerson). 
According to S. Hrof, the experiences, originating from the perinatal level of the 
unconscious appear within four patterns (matrices), each of which is 
characterized by certain emotions, feelings and symbolic imagery. These 
experiences leave deep marks on the unconscious level of mind and will continue 
to influence the life of the individual [6].  

The doctors seeking new ways in obstetrics began to think about the effect 
of the generative process and prenatal experience to the further development of 
the individual: F.Leboyer, F.Lamaz, G.Dick, Reed, M.Oden [10]. In France in the 
70's, the little-known doctor Michel Oden introduced pools and rooms with a 
homely atmosphere in obstetric practice. Later, he founded the Center for 
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Primary Care, proving with its practical activities and research, the crucial role of 
the primary period (from impregnation to one year) in individual’s life [11]. 

At the same time, in 1971 (probably 70 years have been remarkable indeed 
for the perinatal psychology) in Vienna the student of S.Freud, G. H.Graber, 
organized an international research group in the prenatal psychology (The 
International Study Group for Prenatal Psychology - ISGPP). This group was 
gradually joined by professionals: doctors, biologists, psychologists, educators, 
sociologists. In 1986 the research team transforms into - ISPPM - International 
Society of Prenatal and Perinatal Psychology and Medicine) that brings together 
the experts from around the world [16]. The ISPPM considers the perinatal period 
of development as the early stage of life, as the first ecological niche of human 
existence, and the uterus as its first ecological environment. Pregnancy is 
understood as a period of active and ongoing dialogue between the future child 
(prenatal child), the mother and the psychosocial environment. The purpose of 
the activity of the ISPPM is improving quality of human’s life [16].  

At the same time in America at the initiative of T.Verni another organization 
uniting the continent specialists in perinatal psychology and related disciplines is 
created. The history of its creation is somewhat romantic. In 1975, during the 
holiday T.Verni was amazed as mistress of the cottage where he and his friends 
rented a house, every night sang a lullaby to her child to be born in a few months. 
Later he learned that after the birth the song had a magical calming effect on the 
child. Then T.Verni thought whether Helen’s experience was unique? The 
following six years after that T.Verni spent in academic pursuits: he studied the 
brain of unborn and newborn child, traveled to Europe and America shared his 
ideas with psychologists, psychiatrists, obstetricians, pediatricians in London, 
Paris, Berlin, Nice, Rome, New York, San Francisco and other cities. In parallel, 
Dr.Verni’s therapy involved patients who suffered from traumatic pregnancies 
and delivery. As a result ‘Secret life of an unborn child’ was published in 1981. 
After the release of the book, the scientific fate brought together T.Verni and 
D.Chamberlain, who studied the possible memory of birth (‘birth memory’). By 
the time T.Verni was fascinated by the idea to hold at least a symposium on 
prenatal psychology at the annual gathering of the American Psychological 
Association that was held in Washington in 1982. However, neither the Board of 
Psychology Development, nor Psychoanalysis Committee supported this idea. 
There was no place for prenatal psychology at the annual meeting of the 
American Psychiatric Association too. Then T.Verni, D.Chamberlain and others 
decided to organize their own Congress. Among the guests there were well-
known European experts, from France A.Tomatis, M.Oden, A.Sorel, from England 
- Sh.Kitzinger and E.Freud (grandson of S.Freud), A.Raskovski from Argentina and 
others. The first congress was held in July 1983 in Toronto. T.Verni chaired the 
Congress. At the time when the Congress was held, the Pre- and Perinatal 
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Psychology Association of North America – PPPANA was registered. Later, it was 
renamed to APPPAH: Association for Pre- and Perinatal Psychology and Health 
[17]. 

The purpose of APPPAH is the study of psychology of pregnancy and 
delivery; the ways in which the pregnant woman influences her unborn baby; 
study of the effects of medical interventions on mother and child; research and 
development of therapies of pre- and perinatal injuries; improvement of the 
health of parents and their children; publication of information; organization of 
educational activities to spread the acquired knowledge. 

In national sociocultural space the study of issues within the perinatal 
psychology are represented by works that are based on theoretical concepts 
offered by L.S.Vygotsky, M.I.Lisina, D.B.Yelkonin, A.N.Leontiev, A.V.Zaporozhets, 
L.I.Bozhovich. Big number of works is devoted to studying the mental 
development of children, including in correlation with the qualities of mother 
(operation L.F.Obukhova, E.O.Smirnova, S.Yu.Meshcheryakova, N.N.Avdyeyeva, 
O.V.Bazhenova, E.I.Zakharova, E.Y.Isenina, E.A.Serhiyenko, 
R.Zh.Muhamedrahimov, Yu.I.Shmurak). Methodological approaches to the study 
of the motherhood are represented in ontogenetic concept of G.G.Filippova. 
Methodology and technology of psychological support of future and young 
parents are represented in the works of M.Ye.Lantsburh, N.P.Kovalenko, 
Yu.B.Hipenreyter. The family psychotherapy in preparation for conception and 
pregnancy is developed by I.V.Dobryakov. The response to the requests of our 
time is the implementation of relevant disciplines (‘Prenatal psychology’, 
‘Psychology of parenthood’) in the psychologists training program.  

The current stage of development is unique in perinatal psychology. Why? 
Because at the level of both society and individual family, and even at the state 
level, the interest to this field is formed. Today in the world the efforts of 
specialists in psychology, pedagogy, medicine are integrated to solve the issues 
of improvement of the reproductive health of the nation. 

So, today, the perinatal psychology (Greek.: «peri» - around; Lat.: «natus» - 
birth) is a branch of psychology that deals with the study of conditions, 
circumstances, mechanisms and patterns of formation of the psyche in perinatal 
period, and also study the influence of perinatal experiences on the further life. 
The lower limit of perinatal period is the time of conception (some include here 
the entire period of planning a child). The upper limit of perinatal period is the 
time of psychological separation from mother (or adult who replaces her) 
happening on the edge between 2 and 3 years of life. 

Conclusions. The topic of current research in the field of perinatal 
psychology indicates that the issues raised pioneers in this field do not lose their 
relevance. The study of origin and development of mental functions in the 
prenatal period is a popular topic that has got new opportunities associated with 
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modern technology of study of the fetus life before birth. The problem remains 
equally important for science, and perinatal period influence on the life of an 
adult person is especially important for psychological practice. A popular area of 
research is the study of psychological conditions during the pregnancy, 
psychological support in infertility and fertility treatment, psychological support 
in the perinatal period losses, psychology of parenthood and parenting 
psychological support. We consider the last one as the prospect for further 
scientific research, since the development of effective psychological technologies 
of parenting support, work with the future can be a powerful factor influencing 
the mental development of the individual within the perinatal period of 
development. 
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