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Differential development of infants at risk for psychopathology: The role of affective 
biomarkers and rearing environment 

Infant affect discrimination is an important predictor of later behavioural outcomes. The infant brain 
is extremely sensitive to affective information from the tone of voice. Voice-selective areas seen in 
adults are already developing from the first few months of life. Infants’ brain shows enhanced 
response to human compared to non-human voices and to emotional compared to neutral voices. If 
infancy is a sensitive period for brain plasticity in vocal emotion discrimination this has tremendous 
implications for early detection and intervention for adverse behavioural outcomes characterised by 
emotion dysregulation.  

Parental behaviour and sensitivity can have profound implications for infant development. Atypical 
interaction patterns may influence infants’ neural processing of emotion. However, little is known on 
the role of parental behaviour on the possible link between brain responses to anger and later 
behaviour outcomes. Finally, there is a complete lack of evidence about the voices of fathers whose 
role in healthy child development is increasingly recognised. 

To date, no study has examined i) the predictive validity for later outcomes of brain response to 
vocal anger and ii) the moderating role of the parenting environment on the association between 
brain responses and behavioural outcomes. To address this gap, we propose a longitudinal study to 
test whether characteristics of ERPs evoked in response to vocal anger during infancy and their 
interaction with parental sensitivity are associated with behaviour problems at 36 months. ERP 
responses to vocal anger may help characterize developmental processes that lead to later emerging 
frustration, temper tantrums and angry, hard-to-manage behaviours widely recognised as 
developmental precursors to ADHD and Oppositional Defiant Disorder. Targeting those infants who 
are at higher risk for later difficulties would help design more effective preventive intervention 
efforts. 

This project will be co-supervised by Prof. Vincent Reid (University of Lancaster) and Dr. Georgia 
Chronaki (University of Central Lancashire).  

Deadline: 15th February 2017  

 

 


