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OBJECTIVES

• What is Infant and Early Childhood Mental Health?

• Key Developmental Competencies from Birth-3 years
• Early brain development

• Early relational health and infant/toddler-parent attachment

• Impact of Adversity and Trauma from Birth-3 years

• Return on Investment
• For children and families

• For society

• Implications for Policy and Programs



WHAT IS INFANT AND EARLY 
CHILDHOOD MENTAL HEALTH?

• Infant mental health (IMH) is “the optimal social, emotional, and 
cognitive well-being of children ages 0-3, developed by secure and stable 
relationships with nurturing caregivers.” (Alliance for the Advancement of 
Infant Mental Health, 2016)

https://www.allianceaimh.org/



WHAT IS INFANT AND EARLY 
CHILDHOOD MENTAL HEALTH?

• Infant and early childhood mental health (IECMH) is “the 
developing capacity of the child from birth to 5 years old to form close and 
secure adult and peer relationships; experience, manage and express a full 
range of emotions; and explore the environment and learn--all within the 
context of family, culture, and community.” (Zero to Three, 2018)

https://www.zerotothree.org/



EARLY RELATIONAL HEALTH

• Early Relational Health (ERH) rests on the premise that “healthy 
and positive child development emerges best in the context of nurturing, 
warm, and responsive early parent/caregiver child relationships, when 
children are surrounded by safe communities with strong trust and social 
connectedness”



KEY DEVELOPMENTAL 
COMPETENCIES



BRAIN DEVELOPMENT DURING 
INFANCY AND TODDLERHOOD

• Massive neural 
connections every 
second

• As of 2017, 1million 
is new estimate!

• Early experiences 
affect brain 
architecture

• “Plasticity” of the 
brain is greatest early 
in life





WHAT IS A ‘SENSITIVE PERIOD’?

• A sensitive period of development is defined as a specific 
time during which development is more open to 
influence than at other times

• The most profound sensitive period for brain 
development is prenatal to 3 years of age



RELATIONSHIPS 
MATTER

(FOR BETTER OR FOR WORSE)

One of the strongest environmental 
influences on early brain 

development is the quality of 
relationship between caregivers and 

child



THE CAREGIVING ENVIRONMENT

• Self-regulation starts with co-
regulation

• Thus, the early caregiving environment 
is critical for the child’s foundation of 
relational and emotional health 

• Over time, self-regulation develops



STAGES OF ATTACHMENT



SECURE ATTACHMENT

• Secure attachment = the child can trust the caregiver to consistently 
be there at times of stress to comfort, support, and protect them; this is 
referred to as “felt security”

• Young children with a secure attachment tend to:
• Cry less and can be soothed more easily

• Are more friendly and cooperative

• Learn better/more easily through play/exploration

• Feel happier and less sad or scared

• Make friends more easily

• Are more ready for school

• Have less mental health problems later in life

• Show more positive, supportive parenting to their own children



CHECK IN!!

• The earliest years of life create a foundation for the rest 
of development

• Relational experiences are likely the most powerful 
drivers of development in these years

• The earliest years of life are also particularly sensitive to 
input and influence (open, malleable…)

• Key developmental outcomes include:
• Strong and healthy neurodevelopment, brain architecture
• “Felt security” with at least one primary caregiver



ADVERSITY AND TRAUMA IN THE 
EARLIEST YEARS





TRAUMA DURING 
INFANCY/

TODDLERHOOD



TRAUMA DURING 
INFANCY/TODDLERHOOD



TRAUMA DURING 
INFANCY/

TODDLERHOOD



TRAUMA DURING 
INFANCY/

TODDLERHOOD



EARLY LIFE STRESS IMPACTS MULTIPLE 
BIOLOGICAL SYSTEMS



WHAT IS ‘TOXIC STRESS’?

• When trauma/stress/adversity is unrelenting, these 
systems are chronically activated, leading to:
• Flooding of stress hormones and chemicals

• ‘wear and tear’ on body organs and systems

• Increased inflammatory response

• Changes in gene expression

• Accelerated biological ‘aging’



Nelson et al. 2020



• 50+ years of research has helped us understand how the parent-infant 
relationship influences development and life course

INSECURE ATTACHMENT

Avoidant DisorganizedAmbivalent-Resistant

• Highest internalizing & externalizing problems
• Difficulties learning
• Serious relationship and MH problems
• Risk for maltreatment in next gen

• Higher levels of anxiety-related 
disorders, e.g., separation anxiety

• Anxious attachment with friends and 
romantic partners

• Higher levels of internalizing and 
externalizing problems including disruptive 
behaviors, conduct, etc

• Dismissive, disconnected relationships



INSECURE ATTACHMENT = ATTACHMENT DISORDER

INSECURE ATTACHMENT = ALWAYS BAD OUTCOMES



CHECK IN!!

• Stress, adversity, and trauma during the earliest years of 
life pose a significant threat to a child’s healthy brain 
development, more so than at other times during the life

• Early exposures, especially if chronic, also may lead to 
toxic stress and long-term effects on social-emotional, 
cognitive, and physical health into adulthood (and next 
gen!)

• Other signs of IECMH concerns may be insecure 
attachments, difficulties with emotional and behavioral 
regulation and exploration/learning*     

*not exhaustive list!



THE GOOD NEWS: 
INVESTING IN THE EARLIEST YEARS 

HAS A HUGE RETURN!



RELATIONSHIPS CAN BUFFER STRESS

• One of the strongest building blocks of healthy development is:

• Safe

• Supportive

• Nurturing

• Responsive

• Consistent

• Predictable

RELATIONSHIPS



SAFE, SUPPORTIVE, 
NURTURING 

RELATIONSHIPS
+ 

INFANCY/
TODDLERHOOD



POSITIVE CHILDHOOD EXPERIENCES (PCES)



• School Achievement (CPC program)

• Less Early Aggression (NFP)

• Life Skills Middle School (CPC)

• Grade Retention; Special Ed (Abecedarian, 
Perry, CPC)

• High School Completion (CPC)

• Less Adult Crime (Perry, CPC)

• Employment (Abecedarian, Perry)

• Fewer Adult Social Services (Perry)

OTHER TREATMENT EFFECTS

EXAMPLE: EFFECTS OF EARLY 
CHILDHOOD PROGRAMS

https://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/monographs/2005/RAND_MG341.pdf



RETURN ON INVESTMENT OF HIGH 
QUALITY EARLY CHILDHOOD 

CARE/EDUCATION



RETURN ON INVESTMENT OF HIGH 
QUALITY EARLY CHILDHOOD 

CARE/EDUCATION

• Key Factors:
• Start at birth,
• High quality (e.g., early learning, 

continuous care),
• Include health care access and good 

nutrition
• Serve low-income or disadvantaged 

children

• Two Gen Benefits
• Income and mobility for parents
• Enrichment for childrenhttps://heckmanequation.org/



ECONOMIC RETURN OF 
HIGH QUALITY EARLY 

CHILDHOOD 
CARE/EDUCATION

“For the first time, we have experimental 
evidence about how a case of early childhood 

education propagates across generations.”
—Prof. James Heckman



ECONOMIC RETURN ON INVESTMENT

https://heckmanequation.org/



THE SCIENCE OF EARLY 
DEVELOPMENT SHOULD 

INFORM POLICY & 
PRACTICE

INVEST EARLY!



WHAT ABOUT OHIO?



IN 2021…



WIDE DISPARITIES BASED ON RACE



CROSS-SECTOR SERVICES



CONTINUUM OF SERVICES

• BOLD beginning
• #OnOurSleeves
• Universal Triple P
• AIMHiOhio



CONTINUUM OF SERVICES

• Universal Screening in 
Pediatric Settings

• Prevention-Oriented 
Healthcare: For ex. 
HealthySteps

• Triple P Education
• Help Me Grow
• Quality Child Care
• Preschool Expulsion
• Safe Babies Court 

Teams



CONTINUUM OF SERVICES

• Early Intervention
• Safe Babies Court 

Teams
• Infant-Early Childhood 

MH
• Assessment & 

Diagnosis (DC:0-5)



CONTINUUM OF SERVICES

• Early Intervention
• Infant-Early 

Childhood MH
• CPP
• ABC
• PCIT
• Joyful Together

• OhioRISE



TAKE HOMES!

• We have decades of robust and convincing research to 
guide our policies and practices

• We must invest in the EARLIEST YEARS for the greatest 
returns on human potential *and* resources/money

• We must invest in a continuum of services across a wide 
range of maternal-young child serving sectors

• We must also invest in developing this workforce to 
provide these necessary services

• All services should strive to be compassionate and 
trauma-informed



THANK YOU FOR ALL THAT YOU DO!

Contact for more information:

Alissa Huth-Bocks, PhD

Alissa.huth-bocks@UHhospitals.org
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