Attunement and Psychological Development

Attunement is the ability to perceive and respond to another person's emotional and physical
cues in real time. It involves shifting your own internal state to resonate with someone else,
creating a vital sense of psychological safety and deep connection. It is the foundational
building block of healthy emotional development. Attunement drives the development of
Attachment, our Internal Working Model, Self-reflection and Mentalization. These concepts
form a progressive and interconnected framework of psychological development:

Attunement (The Foundation)

Attunement is the process by which a caregiver accurately reads and responds to an infant's
emotional and physical states (e.g., through mirroring, eye contact and soothing). It provides
the feeling of being ‘seen’ and ‘felt’. It acts as the physical and emotional bridge between you
and your earliest attachment figures. In early development, a caregiver's attuned responses act
as an external mirror. When a caregiver not only notices a child's emotion but reflects it back
in a ‘marked’ way, the child begins to distinguish their own feelings from the outside world.
Misattunement is a failure to accurately notice, interpret or respond to a child’s emotional and
physical states.

Without attunement
A child will have difficulty in identifying and regulating their emotions and their ability to
develop a coherent sense of self will be impaired.

With attunement
The child internalises that their feelings are understandable, safe, manageable and the child
forms a coherent sense of self.

Attachment (The Result)

Attachment is the lasting emotional and behavioural bond formed between a child and their
primary caregiver. Thousands of repeated, successful attunement interactions create a secure
attachment. In contrast, consistent misattunement, emotional neglect or abuse leads to insecure
attachment styles: anxious, avoidant or disorganised.

Internal Working Model (The Blueprint)

An Internal Working Model of attachment is a cognitive and emotional template formed in
infancy based on early interactions with primary caregivers. Itis a mental framework of beliefs
about self, beliefs about others and expectations about relationships. Developed by
psychologist John Bowlby, this mental map guides how individuals predict, interpret and
behave in future social interactions throughout their lives. This model is literally built from
the memories and experiences of early attunement. If your needs were met with attuned care,
you develop a secure working model (believing you are worthy and others are reliable). If early
care was un-attuned, you form an insecure working model (having negative beliefs about self
and others).

Self-Reflection (The Awareness)

Self-reflection is the ability to consciously observe and examine your own thoughts, feelings,
motivations and behaviours. The capacity for self-reflection and emotional attunement in
childhood are deeply connected. Experiencing healthy attunement allows you to internalise
the caregiver’s soothing presence, curiosity and acceptance, fostering intra-psychic attunement.
Intra-psychic attunement is a person's ability to accurately notice, understand and respond to
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their own internal experiences with awareness and care. It involves being ‘in tune’ with your
own thoughts, emotions, bodily sensations, needs and motivations, rather than ignoring,
suppressing or becoming overwhelmed by them. You learn to be curious and accepting of your
own internal world because your earliest caregiver was curious and accepting of it. If'a child's
internal state was met with accurate understanding, they develop awareness and understanding
of their own mind.

Mentalization (The Understanding)

Mentalization is the psychological capacity to understand oneself and others by identifying the
underlying mental states—such as thoughts, beliefs, emotions, desires and motivations—that
drive behaviour. Often described as ‘holding mind in mind’, it underpins empathy, emotional
regulation and healthy social relationships. Mentalization is a direct byproduct of attachment
security and is built upon early attunement. When a caregiver accurately mirrors and ‘speaks
for’ a child's emotions, the child learns to connect actions to underlying thoughts and feelings.
Healthy mentalization requires you to be securely enough attached that your nervous system is
not in a state of hyper-arousal, leaving you free to interpret social cues accurately rather than
through a lens of fear or past trauma.

Understanding the Self

Mentalization allows a person to step back from their own emotions. Instead of saying, "I am
terrible," an individual who can mentalize will think, "I am feeling anxious right now because
I have a big deadline coming up."

Understanding Others

Because the individual received attuned empathy, they develop the capacity to offer it to others.
They can imagine what another person is thinking or feeling rather than just reacting to their
outward behaviour.

Deficient Mentalisation
Deficient mentalisation (the inability to understand one's own or others' mental states) presents
primarily as poor emotional awareness, rigid thinking and difficulty regulating emotions.
Individuals struggle to imagine what others might be thinking and often make automatic,
inflexible assumptions.

Psychic Equivalence

Psychic equivalence is a state of mind where what you feel or think inside feels like absolute,
unarguable reality on the outside. It means thoughts become facts, leaving no room for doubt
or other points of view. Mentalisation involves a high level of psychological sophistication
that gives one the ability to consider multiple perspectives.

The Role of Mis-attunement (Resilience)

Attunement does not mean being perfectly aligned with someone 100% of the time. In fact,
cycles of mis-attunement (ruptures) and repair are vital. When a break in connection is
followed by successful emotional repair, it builds trust and strengthens the bond between two
people, who now have a deeper understanding of each other, and proves the relationship can
withstand difficulties. Healthy development depends less on perfect attunement and more on
the consistent repair of inevitable misattunements. Resilience is cultivated by experiencing
setbacks and learning from failures. Ruptures and repairs foster resilience.
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