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What Is Infant Mental Health?
Healthy Social and Emotional Development

ά LƴŦŀƴǘ ƳŜƴǘŀƭ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƛƴƎ ŎŀǇŀŎƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘ 
from birth to 3 to: 

Åexperience, regulate and express emotions; 
Å form close and secure interpersonal relationships; 
Åand explore the environment and learnτ
Åall in the context of family, community, and cultural 
ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŦƻǊ ȅƻǳƴƎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΦέ

--ZERO TO THREE Infant Mental Health Task Force, 
2001



Understanding Infant Mental 
Health Strategies

ÅWhat are the necessary experiences that 
infants and young children need to have 
normal development?

ÅAnd what are the most common issues that 
derailed such development?



Group Activity- Angels in the Nursery

ÅThink of memories of time when 
you were little when you felt 
especially loved, understood and 
safe. Are these smells, sights, 
sounds or other sensations that 
are connected with the memory? 



Relationships and the Brain



ñWe are hardwired 

for relationships.ò
Allan Schore



Experience Changes the Brain

ÅάΧƻǳǊ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ŀǊŜ ǿƘŀǘ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ ǳƴƛǉǳŜ 
connections and mold the basic structure of 
ŜŀŎƘ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩǎ ōǊŀƛƴΦέ
ïSiegel, D., Hartzell, M. (2003)

ÅToday will change your brain
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From Neurons to Neighborhoods: The 
Science of Early Childhood Development
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How Early Relationships Come Into 
Being

ÅBabies develop generalized memories of ways 
of being with people

ÅThese memories happen around the mutual 
regulation of meaningful states and 
experiences
ω Excitement, joy anger, anxiety

ω Sleep & eating

ω Play

ω Security



The Unexpected

ÅBabies notice when expectations are 
violated

ïStill-Face Paradigm
Edward Tronick, Ph.D. Harvard University



What Babies Remember

ά{¢L[[ C!/9έ



LǘΩǎ !ƭƭ !ōƻǳǘ wŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎ

ÅWhat is most important for healthy social and 
emotional development is the important person 
(sometimes more than one) who interacts with the 
baby and is the most emotionally invested in the 
baby

ÅάWho fills this role is far less important than the 
quality of the relationship she or he establishes with 
ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘέ

» From Neurons to Neighborhoods, National Academy of Science, 2000



Babies Can Attach To More Than One 
Person 

ÅBaby can have distinctly different interaction 
patterns and patterns of attachment with 
several caregivers

Å!ǘǘŀŎƘƳŜƴǘ ƛǎ άǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎέ



Social Emotional Development is 
Impacted by Trauma

Substance 

Abuse

Exposure to 

disasters 

and war



The Adverse Childhood Experiences 

(ACE) Study

ÅThe largest study of its kind ever done to 
examine the health and social effects of 
adverse childhood experiences over the 
lifespan  (18,000 participants)

ÅTrauma exposure / trauma symptoms 
associated with a higher number of 
common health problems



Adverse Childhood Experiences--
ACE Study Felitti, Anda, et al. (1998)



Adverse Childhood Experiences
ÅAbuse and Neglect (e.g., psychological, physical, sexual)

ÅHousehold Dysfunction (e.g., domestic violence, substance abuse, mental illness)

Impact on Child Development
ÅNeurobiologic Effects (e.g., brain abnormalities, stress hormone dysregulation)

ÅPsychosocial Effects (e.g., poor attachment, poor socialization, poor self-efficacy)

ÅHealth Risk Behaviors (e.g., smoking, obesity, substance abuse, promiscuity)

Long-Term Consequences

Data: www.AceStudy.org, www.nasmhpd.org

Disease and Disability
ÅMajor Depression, Suicide, PTSD

ÅDrug and Alcohol Abuse

ÅHeart Disease

ÅCancer

ÅChronic Lung Disease

ÅSexually Transmitted Diseases

ÅIntergenerational transmission of abuse

Social Problems
ÅHomelessness

ÅProstitution

ÅCriminal Behavior

ÅUnemployment

ÅParenting problems

ÅFamily violence

ÅHigh utilization of health and social services

http://www.acestudy.org/
http://www.nasmhpd.org/


Evidence from ACE Study Suggests:

ÅAdverse childhood experiences are the most 

basic cause of  health risk behaviors, morbidity, 

disability, mortality, and healthcare costs.

ÅWeb site:  www.acestudy.org

Vincent J. Felitti, M.D.

Robert F. Anda, M.D.

http://www.acestudy.org/


Why Early Relationships Are Important

ÅBabies who had a positive experience with their 
primary caregiver will transfer those positive 
expectations to subsequent caregivers, making it 
ŜŀǎƛŜǊ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƴŜǿ ŎŀǊŜƎƛǾŜǊ ǘƻ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ōŀōȅΩǎ 
needs

ÅEarly relationships form the basis for all later 
relationships

» Dozier, M., et.al (2001), Child Development, 72(5); Emde, IMHJ



Why Early Relationships Are Important

ÅBabies who had a negative experience with their 
ŎŀǊŜƎƛǾŜǊ ǿƛƭƭ άŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ƭƻǿ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŦƻǊ 
nurturing care and behave in ways that do not elicit 
ƴǳǊǘǳǊŀƴŎŜέ

ÅWith sensitive foster mothering, the baby can still 
learn that its needs can be met and become securely 
attached

» Dozier, M., et.al (2001). Child Development,72(5)



Why Early Relationships Are Important

ÅThe hallmark of this important relationship is the 
readily observable fact that this special adult is not 
interchangeable with others

ÅBabies grieve when their attachment relationships 
are disrupted

ï Neurons to Neighborhoods,National Academy of Science, 2000




