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In some situations, due to the risk of contagion, the recent COVID-19 pandemic 
forced parent–child separation to occur in attempts to slow down the spread of the virus. 
In many countries, governments’ policies recommended (or imposed) physical distance 
between people, even in the same family if one family member was positive to the virus 
and the other members were not. 

In some (not so rare) cases, children have been kept distant from their parents and 
siblings within the same house or in different locations for long periods of time [1]. Alt-
hough these measures were understandably enforced due to the high level of danger 
posed by the virus to certain groups of individuals (e.g., elderly people or people with 
severe vulnerabilities and/or comorbidity), some recent studies have shown that these 
strict policies applied to children could have caused more harm than good [2]. 

The international scientific community is currently engaged in a debate about this 
issue. However, well-established data from worldwide research have consistently shown 
that close, consistent, and sensitive interactions between mothers and their infants are as-
sociated with positive physiological and psychological outcomes for both parties [3]. Early 
skin-to-skin contact and closeness play a pivotal role in establishing the early maternal–
infant attachment bond [4], crucial for adaptive child development. This contact provides 
essential sensory inputs, such as the mother’s voice and scent, which enhance the infant’s 
physiological and psychological stability and adjustment [5]. Physical separation has been 
found to negatively influence infants’ health and particularly impact the quality of subse-
quent mother–infant interactions, including feeding practices [6,7]. While genetic factors 
also play a role [8,9], the quality of these interactions is essential for building adaptive 
emotion and behavioral regulation processes in infants and serves as a protective factor 
against maladaptive psychological outcomes later in life [10–12]. 

Indeed, the ongoing debate surrounding the importance of parent–child (especially 
mother–child) closeness and intimacy is surprising. Extensive literature has demonstrated 
that parent–child separation should be avoided in nearly all possible cases, and authori-
tative scholars have penned seminal pages that seemed undisputable until the pandemic 
hit. 

The significant contributions of Anna Freud and Dorothy Burlingam, founders of 
Hampstead War Nurseries for abandoned children, and the work of René Spitz and John 
Bowlby, who observed the early effects of mother–child separation and maternal depri-
vation on infantile emotional and cognitive development, underscore the crucial role of 
maternal care in infant development. 

Spitz [12] and Bowlby [13] described children who had experienced maternal depri-
vation separation in the first year of life as listless and withdrawn, with reduced explora-
tory and relational behaviors, and as experiencing infantile mourning related to the loss 
of their maternal figure. Their observations on the effects of mother–child separation and 
maternal deprivation were pivotal in shaping the relational paradigm of psychoanalytic 
orientation: the theory of object relations. 
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Within the broad framework of the psychodynamic theory of object relations, focus-
ing on the observational method of mother–child relationships, two converging ap-
proaches emerge. 

One approach, associated with Melanie Klein, involves the development of the 
“Mother–Infant Observation” method [14], emphasizing the reliability of the internal 
mother, who is particularly capable of containing and modulating the child’s negative 
internal states at the onset of infantile psychic life, allowing the child to reflect and process 
their experiences, to think their thoughts, and to feel their feelings. 

The second approach, stemming from Donald W. Winnicott’s contributions, is more 
focused on identifying the “reliability of the real mother,” who is a “good enough mother” 
with a well-tempered caregiving style, capable of gauging the quality and quantity of her 
interventions with her child, leading to the “reliability of the internal mother” [15,16]. 

Bowlby recognized the need for a new theory to explain the consequences of mother–
child separation and maternal deprivation in infant development. The principle of insep-
arability between the child and their environment, highlighted by developments in the 
psychoanalytic theory of object relations and the psychology of the Self, shifted the focus 
of observation from the individual to the relationship, wherein both the child and the par-
ent interact reciprocally through stimulations and shaping. This new perspective is un-
derscored by John Bowlby’s attachment theory, which posits that children are actively and 
biologically pre-adapted to seek social exchanges, organizing their experiences into rep-
resentations of Self and others—Internal Working Models—and necessitating appropriate 
responses for emotional bonds and security to foster positive development. 

Standing on these giants’ shoulders, thousands of other scholars have more recently 
elaborated on these theories and verified them through empirical observations. However, 
today, we seem to overlook these lessons, for instance, by isolating children from their 
parents when trespassing borders illegally or in the case of sanitary emergencies. 

Can we really ignore decades of uncontradicted research? We think not. This is why 
we believe the current literature should not relegate past contributions to the dusty 
shelves of abandoned libraries, but it should rather formulate new hypotheses on the ro-
bust pillars of previous scholars. 

Conflicts of Interest: The author declares no conflict of interest. 

References 
1. Cerniglia, L.; Cimino, S. For the greater good: Isolating young children from their own mothers during COVID-19. Was it a 

good idea? An empirical study. J. Soc. Clin. Psychol. 2023, 42, 145–159. 
2. Cimino, S.; Cerniglia, L. Impact of Maternal-Newborn Separation in Italian Women with Suspected COVID-19 Infection on 

Psychopathological Symptoms and Quality of Interactions during Breastfeeding. Psychopathology 2023, online ahead of print. 
https://doi.org/10.1159/000528410. 

3. Ammaniti, M.; Lucarelli, L.; Cimino, S.; D’olimpio, F. Intergenerational transmission: Early feeding disorders and maternal 
psychopathology. Devenir 2004, 16, 173–198. 

4. Tambelli, R.; Cerniglia, L.; Cimino, S.; Ballarotto, G. Parent-infant interactions in families with women diagnosed with postnatal 
depression: A longitudinal study on the effects of a psychodynamic treatment. Front. Psychol. 2015, 6, 1210. 
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2015.01210. 

5. Dumas, L.; Lepage, M.; Bystrova, K.; Matthiesen, A.S.; Welles-Nyström, B.; Widstroem, A.M. Influence of skin-to-skin contact 
and rooming-in on early mother–infant interaction: A randomized controlled trial. Clin. Nurs. Res. 2013, 22, 310–336. 

6. Lucarelli, L.; Ambruzzi, A.M.; Cimino, S.; D’olimpio, F.; Finistrella, V. Feeding disorders i infancy: An empirical study on 
mother-infant interactions. Minerva Pediatr. 2003, 55, 243–259. 

7. Lucarelli, L.; Sechi, C.; Cimino, S.; Chatoor, I. Avoidant/Restrictive Food Intake Disorder: A longitudinal study of malnutrition 
and psychopathological risk factors from 2 to 11 years of age. Front. Psychol. 2018, 9, 1608. 
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2018.01608. 

8. Cimino, S.; Cerniglia, L.; Ballarotto, G.; Marzilli, E.; Pascale, E.; Daddario, C.; Adriani, W.; Icro Maremmani, A.G.; Tambelli, R. 
Children’s dat1 polymorphism moderates the relationship between parents’ psychological profiles, children’s dat methylation, 
and their emotional/behavioral functioning in a normative sample. Int. J. Environ. Res. Public Health 2019, 16, 2567. 



Eur. J. Investig. Health Psychol. Educ. 2023, 13, 101 1394 
 

 

9. Cimino, S.; Cerniglia, L.; Ballarotto, G.; Marzilli, E.; Pascale, E.; D’addario, C.; Adriani, W.; Tambelli, R. DNA methylation at the 
DAT promoter and risk for psychopathology: Intergenerational transmission between school-age youths and their parents in a 
community sample. Front. Psychiatry 2018, 8, 303. 

10. Cimino, S.; Cerniglia, L.; Porreca, A.; Simonelli, A.; Ronconi, L.; Ballarotto, G. Mothers and fathers with Binge Eating Disorder 
and their 18–36 months old children: A longitudinal study on parent-infant interactions and offspring’s emotional-behavioral 
profiles. Front. Psychol. 2016, 7, 580. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2016.00580. 

11. Cimino, S.; Cerniglia, L.; Paciello, M.; Sinesi, S. A six-year prospective study on children of mothers with eating disorders: The 
role of paternal psychological profiles. Eur. Eat Dis. Rev. 2013, 21, 238–246. 

12. Erriu, M.; Cimino, S.; Cerniglia, L. The Role of Family Relationships in Eating Disorders in Adolescents: A Narrative Review. 
Behav. Sci. 2020, 10, 71. https://doi.org/10.3390/bs10040071. 

13. Spitz, R.A.; Wolf, K.M. Anaclitic depression: An inquiry into the genesis of psychiatric conditions in early childhood, II. Psycho-
anal. Study Child 1946, 2, 313–342. 

14. Bowlby, J. Separation anxiety: A critical review of the literature. J. Child Psychol. Psychiatry 1961, 1, 251–269. 
15. Sherwin-White, S. Melanie Klein and infant observation. Infant Obs. 2017, 20, 5–26. 
16. Winnicott, D.W. Primary maternal preoccupation. In The Maternal Lineage: Identification, Desire, and Transgenerational Issues; 

Routledge: London, UK; New York, NY, USA, 1956; pp. 59–66. 

Disclaimer/Publisher’s Note: The statements, opinions and data contained in all publications are solely those of the individual au-
thor(s) and contributor(s) and not of MDPI and/or the editor(s). MDPI and/or the editor(s) disclaim responsibility for any injury to 
people or property resulting from any ideas, methods, instructions or products referred to in the content. 


	References

