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What is Mental Health in an Infant?

• The developing capacity of the child from birth to 3 to experience, regulate, and express
emotions

• The ability form close and secure interpersonal relationships

• To explore and master the environment and learn

• All in the context of family, community, and cultural expectations for young children.



Seeing through an IMH Lens

1. The foundations of life-long mental and physical 
health are laid in infancy & early childhood

2. Relationships shape development

3. Adversities happen & impact young children

4. Prevention and repair are possible and happen 
within relationships



1. The foundations of life-long mental and physical health are laid in infancy & 
early childhood

• The most significant advances in brain architecture occur prenatally, then 
continue in the 3 three years of life

• The brain incorporates experience into its architecture. Early experiences 
(both positive and negative) have a decisive impact on how the brain is 
wired.

(Thompson, 2008)



Baby brain development

• A newborn’s brain consists of 
100 billion brain cells (neurons)

•During the first 3 years of life, 
700 to 1,000 new neural 
connections (synapses) are formed 
each second

• The rate of synaptic growth during 
this period exceeds any other period in 
the lifespan Nowakowski (2006)
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2.  Relationships Shape Physical, Cognitive and emotional Development

“There is no such thing as a baby”
- DW Winnicott
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Graphic downloaded from https://www.positive-parenting-ally.com/attachment-styles

https://www.positive-parenting-ally.com/attachment-styles


Sensitive, responsive and consistent caregiving is associated 
with:

Physical

Weight for age

Length for age

Weight for Length for age

Sleep Patterns

Eating Behavior



Cognitive

Language Development

Adaptive Skills

School Readiness

Executive Functioning

IQ Scores

Sensitive, responsive and consistent caregiving is associated 
with:



Sensitive, responsive and consistent caregiving is associated with:

Social/Emotional

Emotion Regulation

Self Esteem

Social and Relationship Skills

Mental Health Concerns

Resilience



3. Adversities happen  

ACES-Adverse Childhood Experiences Study

• Decade-long study designed to examine the childhood origins of  our 
Nation’s leading health and social problems. 

• The Study was a collaboration between the Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention (CDC) and the Kaiser Health Plan’s Department of 
Preventive Medicine in San Diego, CA

• Studied 17,337 men and women. Their average age was 56 years. 75% 
were white, 39% were college graduates 







Toxic stress



Aces and Toxic stress

Source: 



3.  Adversities Happen and Impact Young Children

Directly
and

Indirectly



Directly

• Trauma – in child and in caregiver

• Parental mental health concerns

• Neglect, Abuse

• Separation



Through the relationship!





Prevention and repair are possible; the earlier the better; all within 
relationships

• There are evidence-based treatments for young children and their 
caregivers

• Because relationships shape development repair must 
happen through relationships – TWO GENERATION approach

• The earlier the intervention begins, the better the prognosis while 
PREVENTION provides best possible outcomes!



Two Generation Approach



1.ACEs and Toxic Stress: Frequently Asked Questions by The Center on the Developing Child, Harvard University 
https://developingchild.harvard.edu/ACEs accessed May 8, 2019) 



Questions? Comments?


