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Infant Mental Health

Early Childhood Trauma and Toxic Stress

Jessica Stone, LMHC
Infant Mental Health Coordinator 

Today, infant mental health (IMH) is 
recognized as an inclusive, 
interdisciplinary field of research and 
practice that focuses on the social-
emotional development and well-being 
of infants and young children within the 
context of their early relationships, 
family, community, and culture.

ECHO Therapist Brief 1 - What is Infant Mental Health and What Does It Mean to Other Disciplines.pdf (fsu.edu)
https://cpeip.fsu.edu/mma/documents/ECHO%20Therapist%20Brief%201%20-
%20What%20is%20Infant%20Mental%20Health%20and%20What%20Does%20It%20Mean%
20to%20Other%20Disciplines.pdf

What is IMH?
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Promotional IMH activities can be woven into multiple 
community programs and services including childcare 
centers, pediatric clinics, primary care physicians’ 
offices, home visitation programs, etc. IMH preventive 
intervention strategies can be incorporated by all 
specialized practitioners working in early childhood to 
positively impact the developmental trajectories of 
infants and young children whose life course is at risk 
due to parenting behavior or trauma. Finally, 
community practitioners from all disciplines can learn 
to recognize disturbed caregiver-child relationships 
and know when to refer for IMH treatment with a 
licensed IMH professional.
ECHO Therapist Brief 1 - What is Infant Mental Health and What Does It Mean to Other 
Disciplines.pdf (fsu.edu)

https://toolkit.thebasics.org/en/community-toolkit

What IMH may look like in 
the community…

Trauma is a deeply distressing or 
disturbing experience that can have 
lasting negative effects on a person's 
physical and mental health. It can be 
caused by a variety of events, including 
natural disasters, accidents, violence, and 
abuse.

What is Trauma?
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Early childhood trauma generally refers to the traumatic 
experiences that occur to children aged 0-6. Because 
infants' and young children's reactions may be different 
from older children's, and because they may not be able 
to verbalize their reactions to threatening or dangerous 
events, many people assume that young age protects 
children from the impact of traumatic experiences. A 
growing body of research has established that young 
children may be affected by events that threaten their 
safety or the safety of their parents/caregivers, and their 
symptoms have been well documented. These traumas 
can be the result of intentional violence—such as child 
physical or sexual abuse, or domestic violence—or the 
result of natural disaster, accidents, or war. Young 
children also may experience traumatic stress in 
response to painful medical procedures or the sudden 
loss of a parent/caregiver.

https://www.nctsn.org/what-is-child-trauma/trauma-types/early-childhood-
trauma

Early childhood trauma
And toxic stress

Center On The Developing Child at Harvard University

Center On The Developing Child at Harvard University: 
Toxic Stress

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rVwFkcOZHJw
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Infants and young children are especially 
vulnerable to the effects of trauma. They 
may not have the cognitive or emotional 
skills to understand what is happening, 
and they may not have the words to 
express their feelings. As a result, they 
may experience trauma in different ways 
than older children and adults.

How Can Infants and 
Young Children Be 
Affected by Natural 
Disasters?

Fear and anxiety: They may be scared and anxious, and they 
may have difficulty sleeping or concentrating.

Regressive behavior: They may regress to earlier developmental 
stages, such as thumb sucking or bedwetting.

Inconsolable crying: They may cry for long periods of time and be 
difficult to comfort.

Nightmares: They may have nightmares about the disaster.

Avoidance: They may avoid talking about the disaster or avoid 
places or activities that remind them of it.

Changes in behavior: They may become withdrawn, aggressive, 
or clingy.

Some of the ways that 
infants and young 
children may be affected 
by natural disasters 
include:
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The symptoms of PTSD in infants and young children may be different than 
those in older children and adults. Some of the signs of PTSD in infants and 
young children include:

Recurrent, intrusive thoughts or memories of the event: The child may have 
nightmares or flashbacks about the disaster.

Avoidance of reminders of the event: The child may avoid talking about the 
disaster, places that remind them of it, or people who were involved in it.

Negative changes in mood or behavior: The child may become withdrawn, 
anxious, or aggressive.

Changes in physical and emotional reactions: The child may have difficulty 
sleeping, concentrating, or eating.

Increased arousal: The child may be easily startled or have trouble 
controlling their emotions.

Signs of PTSD in Infants 
and Young Children

9

10



9/14/2023

6

There are a number of treatment and intervention options available for 
infants and young children who have been affected by trauma. Some of 
these options include:

Play therapy: Play therapy is a type of therapy that uses play to help children 
express their feelings and work through their trauma.

Cognitive-behavioral therapy: Cognitive-behavioral therapy is a type of 
therapy that helps children change their thoughts and behaviors related to 
the trauma.

Family therapy: Family therapy can help families communicate better and 
support each other during and after a disaster.

Group therapy: Group therapy can provide children with a safe place to talk 
about their experiences and learn from other children who have been 
through similar experiences.

Treatment and 
Intervention Options

There are a number of resources available for families who have been affected by a natural disaster. Some 
of these resources include:

Original ACEs Study
https://www.ajpmonline.org/article/S0749-3797(98)00017-8/fulltext

National Child Traumatic Stress Network 
https://www.nctsn.org/

FSU: Center for Child Stress & Health 
http://www.fsustress.org/

CDC: ACEs
https://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/aces/index.html

CDC: ACEs Risk Factors (Children under 4yo and children with special needs)
https://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/childabuseandneglect/riskprotectivefactors.html

Center On The Developing Child at Harvard University
https://developingchild.harvard.edu/

Psychological First Aid App
PFA Mobile on the App Store (apple.com)

If you are concerned that your child may be experiencing trauma after a natural disaster, please reach out to 
a mental health professional for help.

Resources
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https://www.nctsn.org/resources/family-preparedness-wallet-card

Simple Activities for Children and Adolescents | The National Child Traumatic Stress Network (nctsn.org)

https://www.nctsn.org/resources/after-hurricane-helping-young-children-heal

https://www.nctsn.org/resources/age-related-reactions-traumatic-event

Tips for Parents on Media Coverage of the Hurricanes | The National Child Traumatic Stress Network (nctsn.org)

Handouts 

Help Kids Cope | The National 
Child Traumatic Stress Network 
(nctsn.org)
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Chair monthly Florida Association for 
Infant Mental Health (FAIMH) Chapter 
Meetings 
(Sarasota, Manatee, DeSoto, Charlotte, Lee, 
Collier, Hendry, Glades)

JessicaStone@hpcswf.com
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