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How fits into our curriculum 

• Social Work Practice in Early Childhood covers these topics in 

depth.

• Prepares social workers to intervene with children ages birth to 

four years and their families. 



Outline

• Infant Mental Health 

• Threats to Infant Mental Health

• Protective Factors

• Interventions



Infant Mental Health 

• “the young child’s capacity to experience, regulate and express emotions, form 

close and secure relationships, and explore the environment and learn”

• Develops within the context of the caregiving environment

– Family

– Community

– Cultural expectations

Definition of Zero to Three as cited in Zeanah, C. H. & Zeanah, P. D. (2019). Infant mental health: The 

clinical science of early experience. In Zeanah, Charles H.. [Ed.]. Handbook of Infant Mental Health, 

Fourth Edition, pp. 5-24. 



Brain Development

• Genes influence brain development

• Brain growth and development is also dependent on exposure to 

the environment

• Interactions between genes and the environment affects early 

childhood mental health



Great resource: Source: Harvard Center for the Developing Child. https://developingchild.harvard.edu/

What is Epigenetics?

• Experience can determine gene expression

• Gene expression can be influenced by both positive and negative 
experiences. 

• Brain is particularly responsive to these influences in early 
childhood

https://developingchild.harvard.edu/


Gene * Environment Interaction

• Predisposition to health and mental health issues in childhood and 

adulthood can now be identified in young children

• Environment influences manifestation

• Human development is shaped by the ongoing interplay among 

sources of vulnerability and sources of resilience



Toxic Stress Response

http://developingchild.harvard.edu/topics/science_of_early_childhood/toxic_stress_response/

Positive

Brief increases in heart rate, mild elevations in stress 

hormone levels

Tolerable

Serious, temporary stress response buffered by supportive 

relationships

Toxic Stress

Prolonged activation of stress response systems in 

absence of protective relationships



What is “Toxic Stress”?

• Toxic stress refers to strong, frequent, and/or prolonged activation of the 

body’s stress-response systems to major adverse experiences—such as 

extreme poverty, recurrent physical and/or emotional abuse, chronic neglect, 

severe maternal depression, parental substance abuse, and household 

chaos—in the absence of the buffering protection of adult support. 

Source: Shonkoff, J. P., Boyce, W. T., & McEwen, B. S. (2009). Neuroscience, molecular biology, and the childhood roots of health 

disparities: building a new framework for health promotion and disease prevention. Jama, 301(21), 2252-2259.
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• Children exposed to prolonged chronic/toxic stress, exhibit 

modifications  in the expression of specific  genes, and are 

particularly at risk for post-traumatic stress disorder, both in 

childhood and in adulthood.



Types of Traumatic Stress 
(source: National Child Traumatic Stress Network)

• Community and school violence

• Complex trauma (multiple or prolonged exposure to traumatic events)

• Exposure to Intimate Partner Violence

• Accidents and medical trauma

• Natural disasters

• Physical abuse, sexual abuse, neglect

• Refugee and war zone trauma

• Terrorism

• Traumatic grief



Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) Study 

• Retrospective study (adults respond reflecting on their childhood)

• Kaiser Permanente and CDC

• Multiple exposures common 

• Has illuminated long term medical and public health consequence 

of childhood maltreatment and trauma

Felitti, V. J., Anda, R. F., Nordenberg, D., Williamson, D. F., Spitz, A. M., Edwards, V., & Marks, J. S. (1998). 

Relationship of childhood abuse and household dysfunction to many of the leading causes of death in adults: 

The Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACE) Study. American journal of preventive medicine, 14(4), 245-258.





Protective Factors

• Conditions or characteristics that reduce or eliminate risk and 

promote healthy development and well-being of children and 

families. 

• Strengths based approach

• Interventions must aim to  risk and  protective factors

Source: 2018 Prevention Guide: Keeping Children Safe and Families Strong in Supportive Communities



Children’s Bureau Identified Protective Factors

• Nurturing and attachment

• Knowledge of parenting and child development

• Parental resilience

• Social connections

• Concrete support

• Social and emotional competence of children



Social Competence

• Characterized by

– Ability to develop positive relationships with others, 

– Ability to coordinate and communicate her actions and feelings with 

others, and 

– recognize and regulate her emotions and actions in social settings and 

interactions.

• As children develop into toddlers and preschoolers this becomes 

more important

Source: Campbell, S. B. et al. (2016). Commentary on the review of measures of early childhood social and emotional 

development: Conceptualization, critique, and recommendations, Journal of Applied Developmental Psychology, 45,19-

41. 



Resilience: Ordinary Magic

Positive adaptation in the context of risk or adversity 

In spite of adversity and challenges, one can still have a positive developmental trajectory, 

grow and thrive. 

1) Overcoming the odds

2) Sustained competence under stress

3) Recovery from trauma

Masten, A. S. (2014). Ordinary Magic: Resilience in Development. Guildford Press, NY. 



Parental Resilience is a Protective Factor

• Ability to cope with everyday stressors

• And occasional crisis

• Is able to ask for help

• Faith

• Flexibility

• Communication skills

• Mutually supportive caring relationships

Source: 2018 Prevention Guide: Keeping Children Safe and Families Strong in Supportive Communities



Threats to Parental Resilience 

• Decreased coping skills

• Family history of child abuse and neglect

• Physical health problems

• Mental health problems

• Marital conflict

• Domestic violence

• Community violence 



Family Resilience

• “Struggling well” vs. bouncing right back

• Tied to strong social networks

• Ability of the family as a functional system, to withstand and 

rebound from adversity. 

• Shift focus from “seeing distressed families as damaged to 

understanding how they are challenged.

Walsh, F. (2015). Strengthening family resilience. Guilford publications.



PACES

• Protective and Compensatory Experiences
– Antidote to ACES

• Unconditional Love

• Friends

• Volunteering

• Being part of a group

• Living in a home that is clean and safe, with enough food

• Education

• Having a hobby

• Physically active

• Rules and Routines

Source: Hays-Grudo & Sheffield Morris (2020). Adverse and Protective Childhood Experiences: A Developmental Perspective



timing
The timing of early experiences can 
(and does) matter, but more often 
than not, the developing child 
remains vulnerable to risks and open 
to protective influences throughout 
the early years of life and into 
adulthood. 



Social emotional development happens within 

the contexts of relationships



Serve and Return
Development happens in context of interactions

Source: Harvard Center for the Developing 
Child. https://developingchild.harvard.edu/

https://developingchild.harvard.edu/


Caregiver-child interactions

• “Dynamic affective interactions between normally developing 

infants and attuned caregivers take the form of an intricately 

choreographed dance in which each partner follows the lead of 

the other in order to achieve a synchrony designed to minimize 

negative affects and maximize positive ones.”

Applegate, J. & Shapiro, J. (2005) Neurobiology for Clinical Social Work: Theory and 

Practice. WW Norton & Company, p. 41 



Parent Child Synchrony 

• Dynamic process by which cues are exchanged between parent* and child1

• Begins during pregnancy2

• Foundation for parent child bond

• Parent child interaction patterns characterized by social responding, mutual responsivity and 

co-regulation3

• Impacts the development of self-regulation, symbol use, and empathy across childhood and 

adolescence.1

1. Feldman, R. (2012). Parent-infant synchrony: A biobehavioral model of mutual influences in the formation of affiliative bonds. Monographs of the 

Society for Research in Child Development, 77(2), 42-51.

2. Feldman, R. (2007). Parent–infant synchrony: Biological foundations and developmental outcomes. Current directions in psychological 

science, 16(6), 340-345.

3. Hoyniak, C. P., Quiñones-Camacho, L. E., Camacho, M. C., Chin, J. H., Williams, E. M., Wakschlag, L. S., & Perlman, S. B. (2021). Adversity is linked 

with decreased parent-child behavioral and neural synchrony. Developmental Cognitive Neuroscience, 48, 100937.



Adversity Reduces Behavioral and Neural Synchrony 

• Sociodemograpahic and familial risks associated with decreased 

behavioral and neural synchrony1

– Family income

– Household chaos

• Sensitive to developmental risk (e.g., prematurity)2

• Maternal depression and anxiety)2

1. Hoyniak, C. P., Quiñones-Camacho, L. E., Camacho, M. C., Chin, J. H., Williams, E. M., Wakschlag, L. S., & Perlman, S. B. (2021). Adversity is linked with 

decreased parent-child behavioral and neural synchrony. Developmental Cognitive Neuroscience, 48, 100937.

2. Feldman, R. (2007). Parent–infant synchrony: Biological foundations and developmental outcomes. Current directions in psychological science, 16(6), 340-

345.



DISORDERS IN EARLY CHILDHOOD



Prevalence of early childhood experiences in early childhood

• Nearly a quarter of young children living in poverty experience 

mental health conditions such as PTSD and anxiety. 



Children Living in Poverty in the US in 2020

• 16% of all children

• 28% of Black children

• 25% of American Indian children

• 23%  of Latino children

• 10%  of non-Hispanic white children

• 9% of Asian/Pacific Islander children 

https://www.aecf.org/



Sociology understands culture as the 
languages, customs, beliefs, rules, 
arts, knowledge, and collective 
identities and memories developed by 
members of all social groups that make 
their social environments meaningful.
Culture | American Sociological 
Association (asanet.org)

Culture defintions

a. the customary beliefs, social forms, and 

material traits of a racial, religious, or social 

group

also : the characteristic features of 

everyday existence (such as diversions or a 

way of life) shared by people in a place or 

time

b: the set of shared attitudes, values, goals, 

and practices that characterizes an institution 

or organization

c: the set of values, conventions, or social 

practices associated with a particular field, 

activity, or societal characteristic

d: the integrated pattern of human 

knowledge, belief, and behavior that depends 

upon the capacity for learning and 

transmitting knowledge to succeeding 

generations

Merriam-Webster online dictionary



Cultural Humility Cultural Competence

Life long learning

Compassionate 
self reflection

Being open and 
teachable

Redressing power 
imbalances

Partner with clients

Self awareness

Knowledge

Skills

Attempt to understand 
"client" world view

Implies that one can 
"arrive" at a desired 
point of knowledge



acknowledgement 
that we can't know 
what we don't know

cultural humility



culture

and child development

Culture influences every 

aspect of human 

development and is reflected 

in childrearing beliefs and 

practices designed to 

promote health adaptation.



INTERVENTIONS

To treat and prevent adverse outcomes



Infant Mental Health Intervention Spectrum

• Promotion

• Prevention

• Treatment

• Maintenance 



• The course of development can be altered in early childhood by 

effective interventions that change the balance between risk and 

protection, thereby shifting the odds in favor of more adaptive 

outcomes.

Why Intervene Early? 



CAFÉS OPPORTUNITIES

PARENT CAFÉS

• Promotes individual deep self-
reflection

• Enhances community & fosters 
meaningful relationships

• Allows participants to practice 
positive communication skills

• Introduces participants to & educates 
them about the protective factors

• Aligns with the protective factors we 
discussed above. 

VITALITY CAFÉS

• Provides a unique opportunity to 
strengthen one's vitality in all area of 
their life

• Promotes peer-to-peer learning & 
deep individual self-reflection 

• Encourages application of the 
domains to help chart a path to 
holistic wellness



VITALITY CAFÉ SIX 
DOMAINS



Parent Management Training

• PMT, behavior parent training, parent mediated treatment

• Interventions where parents’ behaviors are targeted for change

– Effective with children 4-12 years old

• Most empirically supported means to intervene to reduce child 

behavior problems1

1. Weisz, J. R. & Gray, J. S. (2007). Evidence-based psychotherapy for children and adolescents: 

Data from the present and a model for the future. ACAMH Occasional Papers No. 27: Evidence-

Based Psychotherapies in CAMHS., 7-22. 



ABCs of Behavior Therapy

Antecedent –
occur before
behaviors and 
influence 
behaviors

Telephone rings

Teased at school

Parent tells child 
“no”

Behavior –
Acts themselves, 
what does or 
does not do

Answering the 
phone

Refuses to go to 
school

Child has temper 
tantrum

Consequence –
Increase, 
decrease of have 
no impact on 
what individual 
does

Voice of person 
on other end

No teasing

Parent sends 
child to time out

Contingencies of Reinforcement



Train parents to change response to their children’s behavior

PMT: Parent as Change Agent

Participation 
in PMT

Improved 
parenting 

skills 

Increased 
parenting 
efficacy

Improved 
child behavior 

outcomes

Intermediary 
Outcomes



Parenting

• Parenting is a two pronged construct

– control (discipline and monitoring)

– emotional relationship

– both are targeted by BPT

Cummings, E. M., Davies, P. T., & Campbell, S. B. (2000). Developmental psychopathology and 
family process: Theory, research and clinical implications. New York: Guilford Press. 



Positive Reinforcement

As increase 
positive 
attention…

… there is a 
decreased need 
for negative 
attention



Parenting Behaviors/Attitudes

• Discipline strategies

• Child abuse potential

• Parental self-efficacy

• Parental stress

• Parental attributes and 
expectations

PMT: Targeted Outcomes



Targeted Child Outcomes

• Non-compliance and oppositional behavior

• Difficulty controlling behavior

• Acting out

• Aggressive behavior

• Impulsivity

• ADHD

• Growing evidence that they also prevent and 
treat child maltreatment

PMT: Targeted Outcomes



Behavior Parent Training

• Models with Demonstrated Effectiveness 

• Parent Child Interaction Therapy

– http://www.pcit.org/

• Triple P (Positive Parenting Program)

– http://www.triplep.net/glo-en/home/

• Incredible Years

– http://www.incredibleyears.com/

• Parent Management Training – Oregon Model

http://www.pcit.org/
http://www.triplep.net/glo-en/home/
http://www.incredibleyears.com/


• Developed by Alicia Lieberman, Ph.D., and 
Patricia Van Horn, J.D. Ph.D. 

• Originated from infant-parent psychotherapy 
(IPP), developed by Selma Fraiberg

• Ghosts in the nursery: the intergenerational 
transmission of negative relationship patterns 
during the first three years of life. 

Fraiberg, S., Adelson, E., & Shapiro, V. (1975) Ghosts in the Nursery: A 
Psychoanalytic Approach to the Problems of Impaired Infant-Mother 
Relationships. Retried from: https://frcnca.org/wp-
content/uploads/2017/03/Ghosts-in-the-nursery-paper-copy.pdf

Origins of Child Parent Psychotherapy

https://frcnca.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/03/Ghosts-in-the-nursery-paper-copy.pdf


• Therapy for young children from birth through age five 
and their parents/caregivers

• Supports family strengths and relationships

• Helps families heal and grow after stressful experiences

• Respects family and cultural values

• Based on the understanding that:
• Parents/caregivers know their children best and are 

central to their development.
• Stressful experiences affect the parent-child 

relationship
• Young children rely on their parents/caregivers to feel 

safe

What is CPP?



Babies First Years Study

• 1000 low-income mothers of newborns were enrolled in the study

• Received a monthly unconditional (vs. conditional) cash gift for 

the first 40 months of their children’s lives. 

– Nominal

– Substantial ($333/month)

• Results showed improvement in brain activity (eeg) of children 

whose mothers received that substantial cash gift. 
Noble, K. G., Magnuson, K., Gennetian, L. A., Duncan, G. J., Yoshikawa, H., Fox, N. A., & Halpern-Meekin, S. (2021). Baby’s 

first years: Design of a randomized controlled trial of poverty reduction in the United States. Pediatrics, 148(4).

Troller-Renfree, S. V., Costanzo, M. A., Duncan, G. J., Magnuson, K., Gennetian, L. A., Yoshikawa, H., ... & Noble, K. G. (2022). 

The impact of a poverty reduction intervention on infant brain activity. Proceedings of the National Academy of 

Sciences, 119(5), e2115649119.



Thank You!


