What to Do for a Fussy Baby
A Problem-solving Approach
Janet Gonzalez-Mena

A FIVE- MONTH- OLD BABY arrives in your busy, lively center or family child
care home. She’s strapped in her car seat. She is squirming, frowning,
and crying a little. You perceive that she has a problem. When it becomes
clear that she can’t solve it herself, you are then the one with the probOHP<RXKDYHWR¿JXUHRXWZKDWVKHQHHGV+RZFDQ\RX¿QGRXW"$QG
ZKDWFDQ\RXGRIRUWKLVEDE\"

What does this baby need?
If you know the baby well, you may be able to quickly determine what she
needs, and then either meet the need yourself or set up an environment that will
allow her to meet it. If she doesn’t give you any clues, you can ask the person
who brought her what she might need. The better the caregiver knows the infant
and her family, the easier it is to read her signals and decide how to respond.
Hunger is a major need for babies this age, and so is sleep. A soiled diaper can
also cause fussing. She can’t solve the hunger problem herself or change her
own diaper, but she can probably put herself to sleep—or learn to do this—given the right conditions.
This article isn’t about the obvious needs, such as hunger, sleep, or a diaper
change, or even about subtle needs. It is about one need that isn’t subtle, but
also isn’t obvious to many families and caregivers. This need presents a problem the baby can’t solve by herself. You may be surprised to learn what it is.

Typical caregiver responses to fussiness
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Let’s say the caregiver knows that the baby in the car seat has been recently
changed and fed after waking up happily from a good night’s sleep. The caregiver isn’t getting clear signals from the baby, so what are some possible ways to
respond to the fussing? Here are a number of responses I have observed in similar situations with a baby of about the same age.
I’ve seen teachers pick up a fussy infant, hold her, jiggle her, talk to her, and
try to soothe her. I’ve seen them leave her in the car seat and put an interesting
toy in her hand, or prop her in a sitting position and put a toy that dangles objects within her reach. The caregiver’s motive is usually entertainment and distraction, but stimulating cognitive development can be a motive as well. Some
caregivers will take the baby out of the car seat and put her in a bouncer so the
movement will entertain, soothe, or distract her. Perhaps a teacher will put a
fussy baby in a cloth carrier so she is attached to an adult body as the teacher
goes about her work.
Any of these responses may stop the fussing, but none of them addresses a
major need that hasn’t been mentioned. Do you know what it is?
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What’s missing from the typical responses?
None of these typical responses takes into consideration an infant’s need to
move freely. When an infant hasn’t yet started to crawl, it may seem as if movement is not important, but it is! Movement is important from the beginning of life.
Movement is not just about exercise and motor development, it’s
about learning as well as social-emotional and cognitive development. Carla Hannaford, a scientist, an educator, and the author of
Smart Moves: Why Learning Is Not All in Your Head (2005), writes, “The
body plays an integral part in all our intellectual processes” (p. 15). So
you could say that movement and learning to solve problems are related. Hannaford, who based her book on brain research, also states,
“Movement, a natural process of life, is now understood to be essential
to learning, creative thought, high level formal reasoning, and our ability to understand and act altruistically towards all those that share our
world” (p. 235).
Back in the 1930s, before Hannaford was born and when brain research was still in its infancy, a pediatrician in Budapest, Dr. Emmi
Pikler, began to study movement in infants. She observed that when
they aren’t restrained, even very young infants change position on the
average of once a minute. From her studies and work as a family pediatrician, Pikler theorized that allowing babies to move freely has a positive
influence on development and learning (Pikler & Tardos 1968; Pikler 1971, 1973,
1979, 1997; David & Appell 2001).
Besides using her theory in her work with families, Pikler thoroughly studied
how it works in the residential nursery she opened at the request of the Hungarian government after World War II. Since it opened in 1946, the Pikler Institute
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(as the nursery and research/training center came to be called) has cared for
thousands of children under three whose families couldn’t care for them. Anna
Tardos (Pikler’s daughter) and her colleagues still conduct research at the institute. For 60 years researchers at the institute have been studying what happens
to infants who spend their first three years in a carefully planned environment
with caregivers who are fully trained in Pikler’s
approach. A key part of the approach is freedom of movement, which facilitates development and learning. Pikler’s approach also includes an overall plan to help each child feel
individually respected and secure in a close
relationship with one special caregiver and
several others (David & Appell 2001).
Pikler taught that freedom of movement
means that babies are never put into positions they can’t get into by themselves.
They are on their backs until they can turn
over, and they are not propped in a sitting
position nor restrained in any kind of device. (An exception, of course, is a car seat
when being transported.) Pikler was clear
that the adult’s role in infants’ motor development is to not interfere with it. What
Pikler and her colleagues discovered from
their research was that freedom of movement promotes the focus and motive
needed for self-education and gives the infant
a lasting view of herself as a competent learner (Sensory Awareness Foundation 1994; David & Appell 2001). Young babies spend a good part of their waking
hours exploring just what their bodies can do, trying out new movements and
positions without any help from adults (A. Tardos, pers. comm.).

How does freedom to move relate to caregivers’
responses to fussing?

Pikler theorized that
allowing babies to
move freely has a positive influence on development and learning.

So considering that freedom of movement is a basic need and a path to learning, what might the caregiver in the opening do in response to the fussing—or
even if the baby isn’t fussing? The answer is to start by taking her out of the car
seat. Infants’ learning and development is hampered when they are in car seats
or restrictive devices such as baby carriers, swings, or jumpers (Sobell 1994;
Gerber 1998; David & Appell 2001; Hannaford 2005). Some babies get used to being in relatively helpless positions and don’t complain, but that doesn’t mean
it’s good for them.
If the infant in the opening scene is to move freely, she needs to be on her
back on a firm surface in a protected space where she has room to wiggle and
squirm. If she can turn over and roll around, she requires more space to safely
move. The space should have several simple play objects that are close enough
for the baby to reach. According to Magda Gerber, a friend and colleague of
Emmi Pikler’s, “The best choices are a variety of sturdy, simple objects that allow the infant to explore their properties through her touching and mouthing . . . her intellect develops as she stores these experiences in her memory”
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Objects should be
where the baby can
pick up, grasp, hold,
turn, manipulate,
mouth, and drop them.

(Gerber & Johnson 1998, 88). The objects should not dangle above the infant; they should be where the baby can pick up, grasp, hold, turn, manipulate,
mouth, and drop them. If more than one baby is in the play space, the space
needs to be larger and the number of play objects increased.

Could the baby be fussing because she is bored?
If you reexamine the typical responses mentioned earlier, you can see that
many of them seem to be linked to the adult’s perception that the baby is bored.
Gerber writes, “I don’t believe that babies become ‘bored’ in an adequate environment. Rather, it is our own projection: We think they are bored. They may,
however, develop a high tolerance or need for stimulation if constantly stimulated and entertained” (1998, 36).
I have noticed adults attempting to entertain babies, even if they aren’t fussing and even if they don’t seem bored. Entertainment may be fun, but it isn’t
necessarily beneficial. The more entertainment infants get, the more they want.
Once they get used to being entertained by somebody, they lose the ability to
entertain themselves (Gerber 1998). (See “Learning More about Infants’
Bodily and Sensory Interest and Awareness.”) Unfortunately many
babies spend their days bombarded with stimulation—in the
form of entertainment or just commotion—that floods them
with sensations.
Let’s say the baby from the beginning of this article entered
a busy room with lots going on—children yelling and laughing,
adults talking over the noise to one another, music playing, on top
of noises from the street in front and the play yard in back. When
overstimulation occurs and babies fuss, adults tend to use pacification techniques. We saw examples of that in the typical responses. The
goal of pacifying the baby in such a stimulating environment is to help
her tune out what’s around her. Some babies can do this for themselves,
but others need help. The problem is that it takes energy to tune out—energy that is better used for growing, developing, and learning. Wouldn’t it make
more sense to change the environment by reducing stimulation, if possible, or
taking the baby to another room, rather than trying to pacify her?

What if the baby continues to cry no matter what
the caregiver does?
What if the fussy baby in the car seat just keeps crying, and you’re desperate
to distract her and get her to stop? Now think about your own childhood. Did
adults try to distract you from what you were feeling? Some of us learned early in our childhood at least a dozen techniques to stop feelings from being expressed, and in some cases, even felt. We learned to view our feelings as unacceptable because they bothered those around us. Is that what we want infants
to learn?
If her needs are met and the baby is still crying, why not just acknowledge
the baby’s feelings and let her feel them? You could say, “I see you are unhappy. Your feelings are okay with me. I don’t know how to help you right now, but
I’m here with you.” You can also name the cause of the feeling, if you think you
know it. For example, you could also say, “I think you miss your mother; you’ll

Beyond the Journal • Young Children on the Web • September 2007

4

CHILDREN AND ADULTS
AS PROBLEM SOLVERS

be here with me while she is gone. She’ll be back later.” This should be said in
an understanding but confident tone. The purpose of saying those words isn’t to
make the crying go away, but merely to acknowledge the feelings.
If you’ve done what you can to meet the needs, the baby’s crying is
not a reflection on you, your caring, or your skills—
it’s about allowing emotions to be expressed
instead of repressed. When babies understand that what they feel is okay with the people around them, they have a better chance
of learning to calm themselves—or in technical terms, learn self-regulation, a problem-solving skill.
Self-regulation is one of the primary lessons of
the early years and an important readiness skill
for school when children get older (Gillespie & Seibel 2006). But it pays off long before school age.
This same baby we’ve been focusing on will settle herself down when she gets a chance to learn
to do it. She learns when you reassure her that she
is okay, you’re there, and she has the ability to calm
herself. That doesn’t mean you shut her off in another room and leave her to “cry it out.” Keep periodic
contact and continue to reassure her. Your confidence
in her ability to calm herself is conveyed to her, whether you realize it or not. Once she learns she can selfsoothe, you will feel secure in the knowledge that she
doesn’t need distractions.
Self-regulation is strengthened by relationships. Think
about it: What babies most need are caregivers who have
a relationship with them and can meet their needs (Bardige 2006; Bardige et al., forthcoming). One of those basic, but often overlooked, needs involves freedom of movement (Pikler & Tardos 1968; Pikler 1971, 1973, 1979; Gerber
1998; Gerber & Johnson 1998; Hannaford 2005).

Conclusion

When babies understand that what they
feel is okay with the
people around them,
they have a better
chance of learning to
calm themselves.

Babies, from the beginning, develop an awareness of their bodies that most
adults have lost touch with. With perpetual outside entertainment in infancy
and without freedom to move their bodies, babies lose the natural awareness
and some of the abilities with which they are born. Their problem-solving skills
can decrease rather than increase as they grow. Most people reading this know
at least one fussy baby who needs constant entertainment and stimulation.
Think about how that baby got that way.
Although this article has stressed meeting needs and freedom of movement in
response to fussing, it’s important to acknowledge there is no way to guarantee
a fuss-free or problem-free infant. Problems, and the feelings connected to them,
are part of life. Just as movement helps infants develop and learn, so do problems—even hard ones—and feelings—even fussy ones.

Beyond the Journal • Young Children on the Web • September 2007

5

CHILDREN AND ADULTS
AS PROBLEM SOLVERS

References
Bardige, B. 2006. Infants and toddlers: Providing responsive and supportive care. Young Children 61
(4): 12–13.
Bardige, B., J.R. Lally, A. Griffin, E. Fenichel, M. Segal, E. Szanton, & B. Weissbourd. Forthcoming. Caring for infants and toddlers in groups: Developmentally appropriate practice. Rev. ed. Washington, DC:
ZERO TO THREE.
David, M., & G. Appell. 2001. Loczy: An unusual approach to mothering, trans. Jean Marie Clark. Rev.
trans. & ed, Judit Falk. Lóczy ou Le Maternage Insolite. Budapest: Association Pikler-Lóczy for Young
Children.
Gerber, M. 2003. Dear parent: Caring for infants with respect. Exp.
ed. Los Angeles: Resources for
Infant Educarers.
Some of the ideas an
Gerber, M., & A. Johnson. 1998.
d suggestions in this
article may be
surprising to you. Sin
Your self-confident baby: How to
ce this article doesn’t
go deeply into
encourage your child’s natural
any of the subjects it
introduces, you may wa
abilities from the very start. New
nt to investigate further on your ow
n. Here are some res
York: John Wiley.
ou
rces for you
to use.
Gillespie, L.G., & N. Seibel. 2006.
Self-regulation: A cornerstone
of early childhood developPrint and video
ment. Young Children 61 (4):
34–39.
Falk, J. 2002. Mirar al
niño. La escala de de
sarrolo Instituto
Hannaford, C. 2005. Smart moves:
Pikler (Lóczy). Buenos
Aires: Ariana & Asoci
Why learning is not all in your
acion Internacional Pikler (Lóczy
).
head. 2nd ed. Salt Lake City,
*H
UEH
U0Seeing infa
UT: Great River Books.
nts with new eyes. VH
S.
South Carolina Educa
Pikler, E. 1971. Learning of motional Television. Availa
ble from
NAEYC.
tor skills on the basis of selfinduced movements. In Ex*HUEHU0HGM
anual for resources for
ceptional Infant, vol. 2, ed. J.
infant educarers. Los Angeles:
Resources for Infant
Hellmuth, 54–89. New York:
Educarers.
Gerber, M. 2005. RIE
principles and practic
Bruner/Mazel.
es. In Authentic relationships in gro
Pikler, E. 1973. Some contribuup care for infants an
d toddlers: Resources for infant educa
tions to the study of gross
rers (RIE) principles into
practice,
motor development of chilHGV63HWULH 62Z
HQ±/RQGRQ-HV
dren. In Child and Adolescent
VLFD.LQJVley Publishers.
Development, ed. A. Sando*RQ]DOH]0HQD-
:KDWFDQDQRUSKDQ
vsky, 52–64. New York: Free
DJHWHDFKXV"
Lessons from Budape
Press.
st. Young Children

 ±
Go
nza
lez-Mena, J., E. Chah
Pikler, E. 1979. A quarter of a
in, & L. Briley. 2005. Th
e Pikler
Institute: A unique ap
century of observing infants
proach to caring for chi
ldren. Exin a residential center. In RIE
change 1RYHPEHU'
HFHPEHU ±
manual, ed. M. Gerber, 90–
.DOOR( *%DORJ
The origins of fre
92. Los Angeles: Resources
e play. Trans.
Maureen Holm. Buda
pest: Pikler-Lóczy Tar
for Infant Educarers.
sasag.
/D
OO\
-5

30DQJLRQH7K
Pikler, E. 1997. Laßt mir zeit
HXQLTXHQHVVRILQIDQcy demands a responsi
[Give me time]. Munich:
ve approach to care.
Young ChilPflaum.
dren  ±
Pikler, E., & A. Tardos. 1968.
/LWWOHZRRG:& 0
$5RFKHWakin
Some contributions to the
g up: The
work of Charlotte Selve
r—Talks about sensor
study of infants’ gross moy awarene
ss,
rep
ort
s,
experiments, and exc
tor activities. In Proceedha
ng
es
wit
h her students. Bloomington, IN:
ings of the 16th InternaAuthorHouse.
tional Congress of Applied
Psychology. Amsterdam:
Web sites
ICAP.
Sensory Awareness FounThe International Pikler
(Lóczy) Association. ww
dation. 1994. Emmi Pikler.
w.aipl.org
Th
e Pikler Institute. www.p
Sensory Awareness Bulikler.org
letin 14.
The Program for Infan
t/Toddler Care. www.p
Sobell, L. 1994. Save your
itc.org
Resources for Infant
Educarers. www.rie.org
baby: Throw out your
Sensory Awareness Fo
equipment. Santa Barundation.
bara, CA: Whole Famiwww.sensoryawaren
ess.org
ly Press.

$GGLWLRQDO5HVRXUFHV

Copyright © 2007 by the National Association for the
Education of Young Children. See Permissions and
Reprints online at
www.journal.naeyc.org/about/permissions.asp.

Beyond the Journal • Young Children on the Web • September 2007

ZERO TO THREE. ww

w.zerotothree.org

6

