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Build it Right 
from the 
Beginning:  
Infant and Early 
Mental Health
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What is infant and early mental health? 

Infant and early 

childhood mental 

health, sometimes 

referred to as social and 

emotional 

development, is the 

developing capacity of 

the child from birth to 

five years of age to:

(Cohen, Oser & Quigley, 2012)

Form close and secure adult 

and peer relationships

Experience, manage and 

express a full range of 

emotions

Explore the environment and 
learn – all in the context of 

family, community, and culture
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Outcomes of Positive Early Mental Health

Positive early mental health 

increases the likelihood of:

• Positive physical and mental 

health outcomes 

• Overall success

SECURE 

ATTACHMENT
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This is infant mental health in the making…



www.imhpromotion.ca

Setting the Context
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The Fable
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The Context for Infant & Early Mental 
Health

Mental health disorders do occur among 

infants, and rates are comparable to 

those of older children.

The concept of mental disorders in 

infancy is largely invisible, it’s not 

recognized in the systems and policies 

that provide support to this age group, 

nor in the preservice training of many 

within those systems.

Even in the most extreme of cases, such 

as those children experiencing neglect 

and/or abuse, they are not getting the 

help they need to address their mental 

health needs.

(Lyons-Ruth, et al., 2017)
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We can reduce the risk, and prevent some 
mental health disorders 

Disorder Prevalence (%) Age (y) Ontario Canada

Anxiety Disorders 3.8 4-17 80,200 204,800

ADHD 2.5 4-17 52,800 134,800

Substance Misuse 2.4 11-17 26,000 65,100

Conduct Disorder 2.1 4-17 44,300 113,200

Major Depression 1.6 4-17 33,800 86,200

(Waddell, 2017)
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Strategies to Improve Healthy Development 
and School Readiness Trajectories

Adapted from Halton N, McLearn K.  Families with children under 3.  What we know and implications for 

Results and Policy. In Halton, McLearn and Shuster eds. Child Rearing in America.  Challenges Facing Parents 

and Young Children. New York.  Cambridge University Press 2002.
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Early Development Instrument

How has vulnerability changed from 2004 to 2015? 

Adapted from https://edi.offordcentre.com/wp/wp-content/uploads/2017/09/EDI-in-Ontario_revised.pdf, 

2017

+3.2% +1.4% +2.0% -2.0% -1.9%

Improved outcomes in language 

and cognition, and 

communication and general 

knowledge  

Increased vulnerability in physical 

health and wellbeing, social 

competence, and emotional 

maturity

https://edi.offordcentre.com/wp/wp-content/uploads/2017/09/EDI-in-Ontario_revised.pdf
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We need to reset the conversation….

While a focus on mental health treatment is essential, 

so too is a focus on prevention that begins early

RESET
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Reduce the Risk 

• Policies and programs must consider how early mental health 

influences later mental health

• Equal thought has to go into how we can prevent the crisis from 

happening

• The science tells us that one way to do this is by investing in the 

promotion of mental health in the first five years and during that time, 

for children who are at risk for poor mental health outcomes, 

intervening early to reduce the risks for poor outcomes. 

RESET
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There is an abundance of science that 
says early is the greatest investment

• Early mental health impacts later mental AND physical health 

outcomes

• There are tools, knowledge and skills that can help us to know how to 

recognize and respond when an infant, toddler or preschooler may be 

at risk for poor mental health – we need to be trained on these

• We know from a landmark study (Adverse Childhood Experiences or 

ACE Study, Felleti et al, 1998), that when an infant, toddler or 

preschooler experiences 4 adversities, the risk for later poor mental and 

physical health outcomes increases by 70%

• We know children exposed to alcohol in utero are at a greater risk for 

poor outcomes and a diagnosis of Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorder –

but we do very little for these at-risk babies until they hit the school 

system and turn 5 – often presenting with many challenging behaviours

• We know children under 5 make up the largest proportion of children 

involved with child welfare, but our efforts to respond to their trauma 

are often limited 
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So Let’s Build Mental Health Right from the Beginning 
Is this where we “reset” the conversation?

https://thenewdaily.com.au

Does everyone have a fair start 

from the beginning? 

Every baby comes into the world 

with history

14

RESET
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Sorry…..Reset…. I meant all these 
beginnings

RESET
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A Baby’s Mental Health 

Every baby enters the world 

with mental health 

• Their mental health began to 

form even before they were 

conceived – mom’s 

preconception life stressors 

influence a baby’s wellbeing 

including mental health

• From the moment they’re 

born, a baby’s experiences 

and interactions, will influence 

the development of their 

mental health 

(Cheng et al., 2017; Mandell et al., 2014)
16
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Infant & Early Mental Health

• The greatest opportunity to influence 

developmental outcomes is in the first three 

years of life

• Infancy is a period of profound development 

in the brain unmatched by any other period 

with over 1 million neural connections made 

every second – an incredible opportunity

• Early experiences (both positive and 

negative) have a decisive effect on how the 

brain is wired. Practitioners who understand 

even the most basic brain science of brain 

development are better equipped to meet 

the needs of this young group of children

• When young children focus on getting their 

basic needs met, these connections in the 

brain mature, while other circuits may be lost 

if unused/activated  

(Centre on the Developing Child, 2017)
17
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What is Brain Development?

• Brain Development is the 

underpinning of Infant and 

Early Mental Health.

• Having an understanding of it 

is essential for anyone 

working with infants, toddlers, 

preschoolers and their 

families.
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Relationships Build Brains

Every interaction, a smile, a 

hug, will change a child’s 

brain in the moment. 

Quality counts! The quality 

of the interactions shape a 

child’s brain

1

9
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The Neurobiological Effects of Early
Childhood Trauma

Structural Effects: 

Larger lateral ventricles; smaller 

intracranial volume 

(De Bellis, Keshavan, et al., 1999)

Chemical Effects:

Dysregulation of stress 

hormones 

(De Bellis, Chrousos, et al., 1994; Hart, Gunnar, & 
Cicchetti, 1996; Kroupina et al., 1997; Tarullo & 

Gunnar, 2006)

Neuropsychological Effects:

Higher neurological sensitivity 

to angry visual and auditory 

stimuli 

(Pollak, Cicchetti, Klorman, & Brumaghim, 1997; 

Shackman, Shackman, & Pollak, 2007)

Chromosomal Effects: 

Telomere erosion; shorter 

telomere length 

(O’Donovan et al., 2011; Shalev et al., 2012)
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Size Matters
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It’s never too 
early to pay 
attention to 
mental health
Sometimes adults say, 

“They’re too young to 

understand.” However, 

young children are affected 

by traumatic events, even 

though they may not 

understand what 

happened. 

22

Age does not protect a child from 

trauma and the impact it can have 

on developmental outcomes.
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Why does Infancy require special 
consideration?

Infancy (birth to 3 

years) represents 

a time of 

particularly rapid 

brain and 

behavioral 

development…. 

”Atypical 

developmental 

trajectories can 

be identified in 

the first six 

months.” 

(Lyons-Ruth, 2017)

“Features of symptoms 

and disorders in infancy 

are somewhat different 

from those in the later 

years.”

“During infancy stressors 

on caregivers have 

particularly immediate 

consequences for the 

infant’s developing stress 

response systems and 

overall development.”

There is a 

“misconception that 

infants are too young to 

need treatment or that 

they will grow out of their 

symptoms.”
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Canada is unique for All the Wrong Reasons –
We are a Developing Country when it comes to 
infant and early mental health

• We are now a society that is always talking about a crisis in mental 

health

• Our focus is on reacting to that crisis – it is where enormous resources 

are being directed

• There is seldom discussion about prevention and promotion at the time 

the science is telling us makes the most sense – INFANCY

• We are actually becoming increasingly comfortable with the crisis in 

mental health and all efforts are on treatment

• We do know how to reduce the risk and even prevent many mental 

health disorders 

• We are a poor sector – often unrecognized and therefore largely 

unfunded. 
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What are the challenges

• No data on early mental health – mainly because governments don’t 

ask and don’t want to know. Babies needs are easier to ignore than a 

youth who is violent. Big data systems and big data AI ?

• Need to increase access to information about early mental health and 

interventions.  For parents and professionals we need to move with the 

times and make information about early mental health as instantly 

available as a click of a button. Expert System Technology ?

• Need to train people – urban/rural/remote – challenges such as 

internet bandwidth with online training. We don’t have adequate 

training of any sort and for what does exist access for many remote 

communities is very challenging.  Access solutions?

Will you help us            the conversation to 
include babies, toddlers & preschoolers?

RESET
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Reasons for challenging behaviour

Difficult behaviours such as aggression, 

whining, and tantrums are examples of 

strategies that:

• Are wired into the brain

• The child uses to help regulate 

herself

• The child uses to maintain autonomy 

from her caregiver

• The child uses as a way to protect 

themselves
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So infant mental health often feels like this. 
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Thank You!


