Parents’ brains sync up when caring
for children together

New research suggests parenthood helps couples tune into each other's minds and
emotional states.
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« Farfrom being a mental drain, parenthood seems to rewire gray matter
for improved empathy and emotional regulation.

» Arecent study published in Nature Scientific Reports found that couples
who co-parent together display similar brain activity, suggesting they
become greatly attuned to each other.

» These findings suggest time spent parenting together improves care,
coordination, and empathy.

When they say parenting changes you, what follows is typically a refrain of
ways the wee one will break you. Consider "mommy brain," the folk
psychology that having a baby decays a woman's mind to flighty, forgetful,
scatterbrained mush.

There is some truth to mommy brain—and the less discussed but no less
lethargic daddy brain. It's not the mushy mind part. That can be chalked up
to sleep deprivation and a hectic schedule. Give mommy or daddy the day off
and a solid 8 hours of sleep, and watch their mental acuity snap back to top
shape.


https://www.bigthinkedge.com/
https://www.googleadservices.com/pagead/aclk?sa=L&ai=CUQVTnOrBXvD7ILCnz7sP156V-Ari47moXaHzr8rYC43lzpqRDhABIJibp01gvwWgAYLu4K4CyAEBqQJJt7z0_1CBPqgDAaoE6QFP0GWC1JS_6Rnl8J40n9Oh6ok1Wl4EUuo5qtQu1rgcWb4H3WmCkBmmcVOs3xF7Q0twhMPdK5HFZOoED5d0zKYkbfas_YfZtpvQ8AbDwKQg-qdPpUYbBvV6oYbov7flGuJ2Y3WFpCziZRvhLJaCooGG810R-vzhYLsJAytZ6BxSksWW1zAV4kgdObqJyf9bRvUFtdjD9yJ1qYyTVoPID0y3yxu0tY_OgRpCJChZ9F_Y-v-2XMKTWkL4pUF_eHrXZZ-UVmCpbqfwxSLdMfa87PC000N0IL7GvhsLpXpRjca_Q1d3PCwQGqSq0MAEvNj_tvwCkAYBgAfmkZ_RAYgHAZAHAqgHjs4bqAfVyRuoB5PYG6gHugaoB_DZG6gH8tkbqAemvhuoB-zVG6gH89EbqAfs1RuoB5bYG6gHwtob2AcB0ggGCAAQAhgasQkJ2Wbru11eh4AKAZgLAcgLAdgTDA&ae=1&num=1&cid=CAMSeQClSFh3hIkgCEtUTMec4Kg0FuTMLZjqRuopEeBUn0iu8YH4REaMvPwQKLE3sAZh3Fw9L-BOBaRXra1Gl3mGY9WBxD-fmna09WE-A4uwAC_ynwVMNF67-S2UlLqR5QSAr6WJQ47ucfvj8e5QoUEbqxmuoKNbKJU2Khw&sig=AOD64_0hs0W4Im9kIoPGgxtQUMCSRFE74A&client=ca-pub-3191894791526522&nb=8&adurl=https://www.certbolt.com/pmi-certification-dumps%3Futm_source%3Dadwords%26utm_medium%3Ddisplay%26utm_campaign%3D10081625187%26gclid%3DCjwKCAjwwYP2BRBGEiwAkoBpAhEkqvixiPNv67ysoNTUGkbF9uKoC24lBL2e38lGFvV7LEitPcq6tBoCEFMQAvD_BwE
https://www.googleadservices.com/pagead/aclk?sa=L&ai=CUQVTnOrBXvD7ILCnz7sP156V-Ari47moXaHzr8rYC43lzpqRDhABIJibp01gvwWgAYLu4K4CyAEBqQJJt7z0_1CBPqgDAaoE6QFP0GWC1JS_6Rnl8J40n9Oh6ok1Wl4EUuo5qtQu1rgcWb4H3WmCkBmmcVOs3xF7Q0twhMPdK5HFZOoED5d0zKYkbfas_YfZtpvQ8AbDwKQg-qdPpUYbBvV6oYbov7flGuJ2Y3WFpCziZRvhLJaCooGG810R-vzhYLsJAytZ6BxSksWW1zAV4kgdObqJyf9bRvUFtdjD9yJ1qYyTVoPID0y3yxu0tY_OgRpCJChZ9F_Y-v-2XMKTWkL4pUF_eHrXZZ-UVmCpbqfwxSLdMfa87PC000N0IL7GvhsLpXpRjca_Q1d3PCwQGqSq0MAEvNj_tvwCkAYBgAfmkZ_RAYgHAZAHAqgHjs4bqAfVyRuoB5PYG6gHugaoB_DZG6gH8tkbqAemvhuoB-zVG6gH89EbqAfs1RuoB5bYG6gHwtob2AcB0ggGCAAQAhgasQkJ2Wbru11eh4AKAZgLAcgLAdgTDA&ae=1&num=1&cid=CAMSeQClSFh3hIkgCEtUTMec4Kg0FuTMLZjqRuopEeBUn0iu8YH4REaMvPwQKLE3sAZh3Fw9L-BOBaRXra1Gl3mGY9WBxD-fmna09WE-A4uwAC_ynwVMNF67-S2UlLqR5QSAr6WJQ47ucfvj8e5QoUEbqxmuoKNbKJU2Khw&sig=AOD64_0hs0W4Im9kIoPGgxtQUMCSRFE74A&client=ca-pub-3191894791526522&nb=7&adurl=https://www.certbolt.com/pmi-certification-dumps%3Futm_source%3Dadwords%26utm_medium%3Ddisplay%26utm_campaign%3D10081625187%26gclid%3DCjwKCAjwwYP2BRBGEiwAkoBpAhEkqvixiPNv67ysoNTUGkbF9uKoC24lBL2e38lGFvV7LEitPcq6tBoCEFMQAvD_BwE
https://www.googleadservices.com/pagead/aclk?sa=L&ai=CUQVTnOrBXvD7ILCnz7sP156V-Ari47moXaHzr8rYC43lzpqRDhABIJibp01gvwWgAYLu4K4CyAEBqQJJt7z0_1CBPqgDAaoE6QFP0GWC1JS_6Rnl8J40n9Oh6ok1Wl4EUuo5qtQu1rgcWb4H3WmCkBmmcVOs3xF7Q0twhMPdK5HFZOoED5d0zKYkbfas_YfZtpvQ8AbDwKQg-qdPpUYbBvV6oYbov7flGuJ2Y3WFpCziZRvhLJaCooGG810R-vzhYLsJAytZ6BxSksWW1zAV4kgdObqJyf9bRvUFtdjD9yJ1qYyTVoPID0y3yxu0tY_OgRpCJChZ9F_Y-v-2XMKTWkL4pUF_eHrXZZ-UVmCpbqfwxSLdMfa87PC000N0IL7GvhsLpXpRjca_Q1d3PCwQGqSq0MAEvNj_tvwCkAYBgAfmkZ_RAYgHAZAHAqgHjs4bqAfVyRuoB5PYG6gHugaoB_DZG6gH8tkbqAemvhuoB-zVG6gH89EbqAfs1RuoB5bYG6gHwtob2AcB0ggGCAAQAhgasQkJ2Wbru11eh4AKAZgLAcgLAdgTDA&ae=1&num=1&cid=CAMSeQClSFh3hIkgCEtUTMec4Kg0FuTMLZjqRuopEeBUn0iu8YH4REaMvPwQKLE3sAZh3Fw9L-BOBaRXra1Gl3mGY9WBxD-fmna09WE-A4uwAC_ynwVMNF67-S2UlLqR5QSAr6WJQ47ucfvj8e5QoUEbqxmuoKNbKJU2Khw&sig=AOD64_0hs0W4Im9kIoPGgxtQUMCSRFE74A&client=ca-pub-3191894791526522&nb=19&adurl=https://www.certbolt.com/pmi-certification-dumps%3Futm_source%3Dadwords%26utm_medium%3Ddisplay%26utm_campaign%3D10081625187%26gclid%3DCjwKCAjwwYP2BRBGEiwAkoBpAhEkqvixiPNv67ysoNTUGkbF9uKoC24lBL2e38lGFvV7LEitPcq6tBoCEFMQAvD_BwE
https://bigthink.com/
https://bigthink.com/videos
https://bigthink.com/st/newsletter
https://bigthink.com/podcast

The true part is that parenthood has been shown to alter our brains. It does
this through neuroplasticity, the process by which the brain alters its physical
structure through learning and environmental interaction, and neurogenesis,
the forming of new neurons in certain brain regions.

A recent study published in Nature Scientific Reports suggests that these
cerebral redesigns may have the ability to not only make us better parents
but better partners as well.

A parental mind meld?

Co-parenting is common in society and science experiments, but researchers
led by Nanyang Technological University, Singapore, wanted to see how the
physical presence of a co-parenting spouse affected brain responses.

To do this, they brought in "24 mother-father dyads" (read: couples). First,
they asked the couples to complete a questionnaire on how often the
mother or father took the lead in parenting. They then asked them to listen
to infant and adult vocalizations under two conditions, separately in different
rooms and together in the same room.

Using functional near-infrared spectroscopy, the researchers measured the
couples' brain activity in their prefrontal cortex—an area of the brain
associated with planning, emotional regulation, and executive functions.

These scans revealed the couples to be synchronous, meaning their brain
activity was similar and in the same areas of the brain. This synchronicity was
only found in the together condition and was greater among parents who
were younger, had only one child, and share parenting responsibilities more
often.

As a control, the researchers also performed the experiment with randomly
matched couples. They showed no synchronous effect in either condition;
only true couples mirrored each other's minds.

These results suggest two affects of co-parenting. First, partners who parent
together grow attune to each other's emotional state—so much so that the
couples' brains may be pliantly changing to match. Though, the study notes,
such a conclusion is beyond the scope of its methodology. Further research
would be necessary.
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"Our study indicates that when spouses are physically together, there is
greater synchrony in their attentional and cognitive control mechanisms
when parenting,” Gianluca Esposito, the paper's senior author and an
associate professor at Nanyang, told Yahoo News.

Second, time spent co-parenting helps couples shoulder the mental and
emotional difficulties of looking after children.

However, that finding also points to the obverse. That is, parents who spend
little time co-parenting together—whether because of work, separation, or
one parent taking on the responsibility wholly—will be less likely to
coordinate empathy. As Esposito explains:

Since the brain response of parents may be shaped by the presence of the
spouse, then it is likely that spouses who do not spend much time
together while attending their children may find it harder to understand
each other's viewpoint and have reduced ability to coordinate co-
parenting responsibilities. This may undermine the quality of parental care
in the long run.

So, it may not take a village, but it's certainly nice to have someone around
who understands your feelings like its second nature.

Brain gains aren't just for kids
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While this study looked at couples' brains, many others have focused on how

individual parent brains are shaped in response to their little bundles of
responsibility.

A study published in the journal Behavioral Neuroscience found that
"mommy brain" doesn't wither women's cerebrums but actually triggers a
brainy boom. MRI images of mothers' brains found increased gray matter
volume in the prefrontal cortex, parietal lobes, and midbrain.

A study published in the journal Behavioral Neuroscience found that
"mommy brain" doesn't wither women's cerebrums but actually triggers a
brainy boom. MRI images of mothers' brains found increased gray matter
volume in the prefrontal cortex, parietal lobes, and midbrain.

"We found growth in brain areas .. which may be responsible for interacting
with your child, finding your baby to be special, planning and monitoring
your parenting behavior, and engaging in warm parenting behavior,"
Pilyoung Kim, the study's lead author, told WebMD.

And fathers share in the changes, too. A study in the Proceedings of the
National Academy of Sciences found that father's minds turned on the
"parenting network," mirroring the same neural activation as mothers, an
effect that was particularly strong in two-father couples.

So, it's certainly true that parenting changes you. But when it comes to our
brains, those changes appear to be for the better.
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