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Infant Mental Health
and Why It Matters
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What is IMH?
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Harvard University

o InBrief: Early Chi dhood Mental Health @ ad

aich later Share
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It is critical children with social
Brain development emotional concerns or delays

before age 9

receive intervention:

A newborn's brain is only about
one-quarter the size of an adult's.
It grows to about 80% of adult size
by 3 years of age and 90% by age
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How Every Child Can
Thrive by Five

https://www.ted.com/talks/moll
y wright how every child ca
n thrive by five

Click image to access video
or
Click the link above
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The Core Support System

o @
HOW are famllles These are the people who spend the most time with
the child or manage their health directly.
served?

ot ‘_ w * Families: The most important "providers." They
. \ provide the security and love that actually builds

the baby's brain. Their job is to learn the baby’s
"cues" (what a cry or look means) and respond
with comfort.

e Pediatricians: The "Early Warning System." During
checkups, they look for physical health but also
check if the baby is meeting emotional
milestones. They are usually the first to notice if a
family needs extra help.

* Mental Health Providers: The "Relationship
Coaches." They don't just talk to the baby; they
work with the parent and baby together to
improve bonds that have been strained by stress
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Early Childhood &
Education

These providers support the child while the
parents are at work or school.

* Preschool Providers (Teachers): They act as the
"Secondary Secure Base." They provide a
predictable routine and safe environment, helping
children learn how to play with others and manage
frustrations.

Preschool Consultants: These are experts who help
the teachers. If a child is biting or having extreme
meltdowns, the consultant observes the classroom
and gives the teacher strategies to help that specific
child stay in school rather than being expelled.
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These providers step in when a child’s safety or
environment is at risk.

Child Protective Services (CPS): Their job is to ensure

safety. In terms of mental health, they identify families in
crisis and "refer" them to therapists or classes that help the
parents provide a safer, more nurturing home.

Judges: The "Decision Makers." In specialized "Infant-

Toddler Courts," judges prioritize the baby's development.
They make legal decisions (like where a child lives) based on
what will cause the most stability for the child’s brain.




Community and
Clinical Support




In infant mental health, the "patient
is the relationship between the
caregiver and the child.

Every person listed previously is
working to make that relationship
stronger and more stable.



“The highest rate of return in early childhood development
comes from investing as early as possible, from birth through
age five, in disadvantaged families. Starting at age three or four
is too little too late, as it fails to recognize that skills beget skills
in a complementary and dynamic way. Efforts should focus on
the first years for the greatest efficiency and effectiveness. The
best investment is in quality early childhood development from
birth to five for disadvantaged children and their families.” —
James J. Heckman, December 7, 2012

Investing in early childhood education is a cost-effective
strategy for promoting economic growth.

Professor Heckman and colleagues find 13%
ROI for comprehensive, high-quality, birth-
to-five early education per year.




What can we do?

Education & Self-Awareness

Learn the Basics: Understand that infant
mental health is about the capacity to
experience, regulate, and express emotions
within the context of a secure relationship.

Recognize Developmental Milestones: Know
what "normal" social-emotional
development looks like (e.g., social smiling by
2 months, finger pointing for engagement).
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What can we do?

Observation & Identification

* Monitor the Relationships: Instead of just
looking at the baby, look at the
relationship between the caregiver and
the infant.

* |dentify Red Flags: Watch for signs of
"disorganized attachment," such as an
infant who seems fearful of a caregiver or
a caregiver who consistently misses a
baby’s cues.

e Caregiver Wellness: Recognize that
maternal/paternal depression and anxiety
are the biggest predictors of infant mental

R health challenges.




1-18 months milestones

INITIATIVE: The infant or toddlers ability to use independent thought and Attachment/Relationships: The mutual, strong, long-lasting relationship
action to meet her or his needs. between an infant or toddler and significant adults such as parents, family

members and teachers.
Try to do new things

Imitate actions of others

Keep trying when unsuccessful

Show interest in what others were doing

Adjust her/his energy level to the type of play

Act happy when praised

Explore surroundings

Express her/his dislikes

Reach for a familiar adult

Respond to her/his name

React to another child’s cry

Keep trying to obtain a toy

Act in a way that make others show interest

Easily goes from one activity to another

Seek attention when a familiar adult was with another child
Enjoy being around other children

Look to familiar adult when exploring her/his surroundings

Act happy with familiar adults

Show pleasure when interacting with adults
Accept comfort from a familiar adult
Smile at familiar adults

Act happy

Respond positively to adult attention
Smile back at a familiar adult

Calm down with help from a familiar adult
Make eye contact with others

Act in a good mood

Seek comfort from familiar adults

Show affection for a familiar adult

Enjoy being cuddled

Enjoy interacting with others

Respond when spoken to

INFANTS
(1 month up to 18 Months)

C



18-36 months milestones

b

H>C

INFANT MENTAL HEALTH

SELF-REGULATION: Child’s ability to
actively control arousal and his or her
response to it.

Handle frustration well

Accept another choice when the
first choice was not available

Adjust to changes in routine
Calm herself/himself

Easily follow a daily routine
Have regular sleeping patterns
Easily go from one activity to
another

INITIATIVE: The infant or toddlers ability to
use independent thought and action to meet
his or her needs.

Show concerns for other children
Try to comfort others

Play make-believe

Try to clean up after herself/himself
Show preference for a particular playmate
React to another child’s cry

Ask to do new things

Play with other children

Participate in group activities

Try to do things for herself/himself
Follow simple directions

ATTACHMENT/RELATIONSHIPS : The mutual,
strong, long-lasting relationship between an
infant or toddler and significant adults such as
parents, family members and teachers.

Show affection for familiar adults
Smile at familiar adults
Act happy with familiar adult

Show pleasure when interacting with
adults

Smile back at familiar adults

Seek comfort from familiar adults
Express a variety of emotions

Reach for familiar adult

Make needs know to a familiar adult
Accept comfort from a familiar adult
Act happy when praised

Make eye contact with others

Make others aware of her/his needs
Show interest in her/his surroundings
Respond to her/his name

Respond to name when spoke to
Enjoy being cuddled

Enjoy interacting with others
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Risk Factors




Promote "Serve and Return": Encourage caregivers to
respond to their baby's babbles and gestures like a game of
tennis; this builds brain architecture.

Model "Speaking for the Baby": Help parents understand
cues by saying things like, "Look how he’s turning his head
away; | think he might be feeling a little overstimulated and
needs a break.”

Normalize the Struggle: Validate that parenting is hard.
Reducing caregiver stress directly improves the infant's
environment.




What are Adverse Adverse childhood experiences, or ACEs, are

Childh()od Experiences? potentially traumatic events that occur in
childhood (0-17 years).

Examples include:

e Experiencing violence, abuse, or neglect.

* Witnessing violence in the home or community.

e Having a family member attempt or die by suicide.

e Also included are aspects of the child’s environment that
can undermine their sense of safety, stability, and
bonding. Examples can include growing up in a
household with:

e Substance use problems.

* Mental health problems.

* Instability due to parental separation.

* Instability due to household members being in jail or
prison.

o The examples above are not a complete list of adverse
experiences. Many other traumatic experiences could impact

NEANT MIENTAL HEALTH health and well-being. This can include not having enough

food to eat, experiencing homelessness, or unstable housing.




Positive Caregiver Behaviors

As providers we are looking for positive parent child
interactions with affection, responsiveness,
encouragement, and teaching.

e Little to no screen time

e Smiles at child

* Positive words

* Warm/affectionate

e Allows them to try things

* Waits for them to try to respond

e Offers choices

* Labels tasks

* Engages in play with child

* Praise Appropriate Behaviors “Good job! Nice hands”
* Reflect/repeat talk

* Imitates their play “I’'m going to put a doll to bed too’
e Describes play to child “You drew a circle”

e Caregiver enthusiasm “You did it!”
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Advocacy & Referrals




The brain develops more rapidly during the
first three years than at any other time. By
supporting the infant-caregiver bond, you
aren't just helping a family today; you are
quite literally helping to wire a child's brain
for future resilience.



Important Links:

https:/Iwww.zerotothree.org/espanol/infant-and-early-childhood-mental-health

https://www.faimh.orqg/

https://developingchild.harvard.edu/

https://lwww.nctsn.orqg/

https://www.cdc.gov/aces/about/index.html

https://lheckmanequation.org/resourcel/invest-in-early-childhood-
development-reduce-deficits-strengthen-the-economy/

https:/Icenterforresilientchildren.orqg/
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'FLORIDA ASSOCIATION
/ FOR INFANT MENTAL HEALTH

Southwest Chapter

Charlotte, Collier, DeSoto,
Glades, Hendry, Lee, Manatee,

Chair monthly Chapter Meetings

Florida Association for
Infant Mental Health
(FAIMH)

Join us virtually via Zoom.
This is an open meeting and no
prior RSVP is required

- Esteemed guest speakers at every
meeting

- Updates on infant mental health
endorsement

= Information on training opportunities

» Opportunities to celebrate infant
mental health professionals, babies,
young children & families
Email us for more information:

JessicaStone@hpcswf.com

Denise Grolly-Case

Chapter C

Denise.Gre ase@thefloridacenter.org
Jennifer Hatcher

Secretary
jennifer.hatcher@thefloridacenter.org




¢ FAIMH Southwest Florida Chapter

FLORIDA ASSOCIATION FOR INFANT MENTAL HEALTH

SOUTHWEST FLORIDA CHAPTER

FLORIDA ASSOCIATION FOR INFANT MENTAL HEALTH RESOURCES:



https://sites.google.com/thefloridacenter.org/faimhsouthwestfloridachapter/home
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