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What is “Infant Mental Health”?. 

   Infant mental health is the developing 

capacity of the child from birth to three    

to;  
• experience emotional well being 

• express emotions and emotionally regulate 

• form close interpersonal relationships  

• maintain positive relationships with others 

• develop language 

• explore the environment and learn soft and hard skills 

 
defined by the Mental Health Task Force of Zero to Three 



   “The very simple story is that children 

who are treated with kindness and 

thoughtfulness, grow up to be adults 

who are kind and thoughtful towards 

others, and anything that gets in the 

way of that very simple process needs 

to be addressed.” (p.7) 

 

 

     Building Greater Britons. Conception to Age 2: First 1001 Days APPG 

February 2015.   http://www.1001criticaldays.co.uk  

http://www.1001criticaldays.co.uk/


A child’s early experiences sculpt the 

brain. 

   Just before and after birth there 

is a ‘blooming’ of brain 

connections. 

    

   The baby’s environment is 

defined by relationships 

therefore the quality of early 

caregiving sculpts the brain. 

    



Windows of opportunity. 

   Birth to 6 months old. 

Brain growth is unmatched during the first six 

months of life. The most critical windows during 

this stage are vision, vocabulary, and 

emotional development.  

 Because the windows for vision and emotions 

shut so early, it is important to pay attention to 

them during this stage.  

6 to 12 months old. 

With connections primarily established for 

sight, the critical windows during this stage 

are speech and emotional development. 

The foundations for governing emotions 

are established. Language capacity grows 

tremendously during this period.  



   12 to 18 months old. 

Most of the critical windows of human brain 

development are open during this stage. At no 

other time is the brain so receptive and 

responsive. 

      Many of the neurological connections that 

govern a lifetime of skill and potential are 

beginning to take shape.  

18 to 24 months old. 

Children in this stage are gaining more 

control of their bodies, and their motor 

skills are developing. They are 

becoming more aware of other 

people’s feelings and beginning to 

learn to share. Language and 

vocabulary remain important.  



   2 to 3 years old. 

By the age of three, much of a child’s brain growth and density is complete. 

The brain patterns that will guide a child’s development are already well 

established.  

 The critical windows for some skills such as speech begin to close,  

      so vocabulary building is important. 

    



Adverse Childhood Experiences 

and Infant Mental Health 
In the womb a baby gets everything 

from their mum: 

 

•All the food she eats 

•Everything she drinks 

•All the happiness she feels 

• Any alcohol she drinks 

• Any medicine or drugs she uses 

• Every sad, scared feeling she might have, which creates stress, 

produces a chemical called Cortisol.      

• Cortisol burns the synapses of the baby’s brain 

But it’s not just the good stuff! 



Lifelong effect of too much cortisol : 

The damage done by the cortisol burning the babies brain 

will result in: 

• Difficulty paying attention. 

• Difficulty problem solving. 

• It will take longer to learn how to  

    talk. 

• Academically under achieve! 

• As adults they will find it much harder to  

    deal with stress.  

 

 

     

 



Children with a Disability 

• 5% of children in Northern Ireland are disabled.  

 

• With11,000 children having a learning disability (5000 of these being 

under the age of 7 years)  

 

• Evidence suggests that children with developmental delay, aged 2-3 

years, have significantly higher rates of emotional and behavioural 

difficulties that their typically developing peers  
                  (Emerson & Enfield, 2010 cited by Mencap: creating brighter futures Jan 2018) 

 



Outcomes for children with a 

learning disability  



Trauma in infancy: 

attachment system compromised. 
 

Sensitised nervous system as brain adapts to emotional environment. 

Stress in adult: 

reminders & experiences of trauma, 

 life events, etc.  

Unbearably painful emotional states. 

Self-destructive  

actions: 

substance abuse 

eating disorders 

deliberate self-harm 

suicidal actions 

Destructive 

actions: 

aggression 

violence 

rage 

Retreat: 

isolation 

dissociation 

depression 



How do we make a difference? 

 

‘At least one loving, sensitive, responsive 

relationship with an adult caregiver teaches the 

baby to believe that the world is a good place 

and reduces the risk of them facing disruptive 

issues in later life’.  
                                                                     (The 1001 Critical Days, 2013) 

 

It has been shown that 80% of brain development takes place by the age of 

three and that early attachment is the most important aspect to counteract 

any damage created by ACEs. 

 

Science is helping us to understand how love and nurture by caring adults is 

hard wired into the brains of children.  So early relationships are important. 

 

 

 



The Cost of Intervening Early 
An intelligent approach to public spending 

Source: Mencap NI Briefing Paper – Creating Brighter Futures: early intervention for young children with a 

learning disability (January 2018) 



SET Infant Mental Health interventions; 

Family Nurse Partnership 

 

New Parent Program 

 

Develop an Infant Mental Health Service 
• Early and developing attachment relationships, may be distorted or disturbed by 

parental histories of unresolved losses and traumatic life events  

      (the “ghosts in the nursery”). 

 

• The therapeutic presence of an Infant Mental Health Specialist can reduce the 

risk of relationship failure and offer the hopefulness of warm and nurturing 

parental responses.  
        (Guidelines for Infant Mental Health Practice. (2000) The Michigan Association for Infant Mental Health.) 

 

 

 

 



Infant Mental Health Interventions 

1. Assessment of assistance. 

2. Emotional support. 

3. Developmental guidance  

4. Interactive guidance – VIG 

5. Advocacy for additional services 

6. Infant-parent psychotherapy 

Children with a disability need equal access to all IMH services, and 

some bespoke service delivery will be required. 

 

IMH services therefore must be flexible enough to ensure services 

can be accessed by these families. 

 



   “The value of early timed interventions is two-

fold.  

– They can prevent infant problems  

– while containing and treating existing parental 

problems. 

  

They also provide a means of establishing positive 

relationships between families and service 

providers in the community.” 

   Barnes, J & Lagevardi-Freude, A (2002) From pregnancy to early childhood: early 

intervention to enhance the mental health of children and families. Vol1 – report. 

Mental Health Foundation. 



There needs to be a working interface with many 

other systems to create a universal IMH. 

Health 

Visitors. 

Drug & Alcohol  

Services. 

Child 

Protection. 

Family 

Centres. 

Sure 

Start. 

G.Ps. 

C.A.M.H.S. 

Adult 

Mental Health 

Services. 

Perinatal 

Psychiatry. 

Police  

Service 

Midwives. 

Fostering 

and adoption 

Services. 

Voluntary 

Agencies. 

Daycare 

and nursery 

provision. 

Looked 

After Children 

teams 

Court 

 welfare 

Obstetrics 

Domestic 

Violence 

Services. 



Children with secure attachment hang on the best! 


