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Why Baby?

The fascinating science
behind parents’ most common questions
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Chapter Summaries

Introduction: What makes babies so unique?
We open the book with the harrowing story of a one-week old baby who arrives in the ED with uncontrollable shaking. Suspecting the devastating diagnosis of neonatal seizures which signals brain damage or infection in the brain, the emergency doctors transfer her to the Pediatric Intensive Care Unit. A pediatrician ultimately diagnoses her with a condition common to many infants: “benign sleep myoclonus”, a condition no more dangerous than hiccups. 
This introduction will give readers their first inkling of the truly unique nature of babies. If a baby is a "bun in the oven," as the saying goes, then newborns are not fully baked. Few people, both lay and professional, recognize the simple fact that babies are not finished developing at birth. This fact explains many of the peculiar baby behaviors that baffle parents. Why Baby? will answer parents’ most common questions with depth and authority in this unique exploration into the physiology of babies during their first year.
	
Chapter 1: Why does a baby look like a baby?
A baby cannot touch the top of her own head because her arms are so short and her head is so large. Imagine how odd adults would appear if their full-grown arms could not reach the top of their head! With that example as just one of many, it is obvious that a baby’s body is profoundly unlike that of an adult. 
This chapter answers questions about all the odd structural characteristics that are unique to babies.  We answer questions about birthmarks and rashes, drooling, the soft spot, and babies’ strange bones. From the unique material that creates their baby soft skin to their pliable bones that have such effects as making baby’s ribcage move quite unlike adults' when they breathe, we conclude that most of the outward characteristics that we see are specific adaptations that help the baby to survive the ordeal of childbirth and adjust to the world outside the womb. 

Chapter 2: Why do babies do that?
Babies’ biological machinery can be flat-out weird. For example, since water makes up the vast majority of our tissues, it seems incredible that it can actually be dangerous to give a baby water to drink! The reason is that the nephrons in babies’ kidneys function differently than in older children so they are not able to dispose of water efficiently. Extra water in their diet can dilute a baby’s blood, which causes a relative low sodium concentration in their blood. Such lowered sodium can cause irritability, brain swelling, unresponsiveness, and seizures. 
With their alien physiology, it’s not surprising that parents are confused about when they can start giving water to drink and why honey should never be given to a baby.
This unique physiology explains babies’ uncoordinated movements, jaundiced skin and the fact that hours of crying every day are totally normal. We reveal how babies’ chemical processes and biological machinery explain such questions as: why do babies’ have such erratic temperature regulation and breathing? Why do they spit-up? We also explain their idiosyncratic drug metabolism and when you can give a baby medicine, and finally, why it’s perfectly okay for a baby to exude Technicolor poop. 


Chapter 3: How do babies grow, change and develop?
	There is no other stage in human development that is so marked by such explosive physical growth as the first year. A baby doubles her weight in the first six months, and, at a minimum, triples her weight by a year. Imagine if an adult experienced such growth! He’d go from 170 pounds to 340 pounds in just six months.
No wonder parents observing these changes have questions about how much their baby should weigh, how fast they should grow, and what to expect from babies’ burgeoning abilities. We answer questions about the biology underlying babies’ sudden “growth spurts,” as well as a variety of puzzling, entertaining, and sometimes unusual behaviors like odd movements and the explanation for their eccentric sleep patterns that can frustrate bleary-eyed parents. It also explains how to choose the right car seat given all that is known about babies’ proportions and growth.
	We conclude by explaining how their super-fast growth provides a critical window of opportunity for correcting such problems as clubfoot and lazy eye. 

Chapter 4: Interactions with the outside world
Babies are pre-programmed to develop along a specific course, yet influences from the outside world play a critical role in some surprising ways. This chapter explores the effects that a baby’s interaction with the environment plays on their growth and development. For example, a mother’s effects on her baby continue long after the umbilical cord is cut. It’s an intimate, often little-understood physical and psychological relationship, in which mom not only provides her baby basic protection, caring, and sustenance, but also actually influences her offspring’s cognitive development and genetic and biological machinery.
We answer questions about the direct physiologic effects such as mothers’ consumption of alcohol, her diet, well-being, and hormones on the baby. And we also answer questions about more complex interactions, such as whether holding a baby can “spoil” them, and what effect daycare has on developing parental bonds. The chapter concludes by answering the question of when a baby is ready to go to the grocery store and when it is safe to travel.

Chapter 5: Are babies fragile?
	We see babies as delicate, fragile creatures, but they literally are “built to bounce.” In this chapter, we explore their near-superhuman resilience, alleviating parents’ sometimes profound anxieties about their inadequacy at keeping their babies safe from harm.
	We open the chapter with the dramatic story of how more than a dozen infants survived for days in the wreckage of Mexico’s 1985 earthquake. We then answer questions about why babies get fevers, how easily they can break a bone, how to keep babies safe, and what role immunizations play in protecting infants. 
	The insights we offer will profoundly change the way you view babies: not as fragile, and helpless, but as resilient and well equipped for growth in this world. 

Chapter 6: How do you feed a baby?
	Feeding is a complex process that involves the muscle control to sit and swallow and a somewhat mature digestive system to process the food. Parents have so many questions about feeding and nutrition that it gets its own chapter. Here, we answer questions about breastfeeding and formula, how to make an informed decision about what to feed a baby and when to start solid foods. We address what is known about the effects of feeding on asthma, allergies, obesity, and explains babies’ surprising vitamin deficiencies. The chapter concludes with what parents can do in the first year to prevent their child from being a picky eater.  

Chapter 7: How do babies experience the world?
 	Babies are born with eyes, ears, and all the other apparatus they need to experience our world. But the world that their brain perceives is nothing like what we adults experience. They may have the apparatus, but their brain doesn’t have the wiring (or experience) yet to interpret the world as an adult does. I explain to parents that they see the world, not as we do, but through “baby-colored glasses.”
	This chapter answers parents’ burning questions about babies’ perceptual abilities, such as what their baby can actually see and hear and whether they can feel pain. In addition to answering questions about their five senses, we also answer questions such as whether babies can sense emotion. 	

Chapter 8: How do babies learn?
A major component of your baby’s experience, of course, is learning about this amazing new world she has been born into. So, we’ll devote this chapter to the stunning progress babies make in learning during their first year. 
	We will answer questions about how babies learn about numbers, language, and music. The chapter will also cover how babies learn such complex phenomena as gravity, and the principles of morality. 
	
Chapter 9: What’s a symptom of illness and what’s normal?
In this chapter we answer questions about the most common “symptoms” that parents present to their doctor as signs of illness—all of which are perfectly normal phenomena—and the most common misconceptions. 

Chapter 10: How can we make the world a better place for babies?
	Even after centuries of scientific research, babies still present profound mysteries. Despite the critical importance of understanding babies, far too little research has been done on their physiology, development, and effects of drugs. In many respects, babies are still little “black boxes.” Research is critically important because babies are so malleable, both physically and mentally, that early intervention can profoundly affect their entire lives. Such intervention could prevent problems ranging from psychiatric illness, to autism, to immune disorders.
	This chapter explores the deep mysteries of babies and answers the question of how solving those mysteries can lead to better care for these delightful creatures. We will also answer the critical question of what we can do to support research funding and advocate for improved children’s health policies.
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