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 Who believes that infants have mental health? 

 

 Who believes that infants can have mental 
health issues? 



 The healthy social and emotional 
development of a child from birth to 3 years 

   (Zero to Three www.zerotothree.org) 



 Infant mental health includes the infant’s 
capacity to: 
◦ Experience, regulate & express emotions 

◦ Form close interpersonal relationships 

◦ Explore the environment 



 What is attachment? 



 In the groups at your tables, discuss the 
attachment style on the handout. 



Child is made to feel safe, secure and protected. 
They are safe to freely express negative emotion 
and negative emotions will bring comfort from their 
caregiver.  

Parents/Caregivers: Respond consistently to 
distress in sensitive and loving ways (picking up the 
infant promptly; reassuring the infant) 
 

Babies: will seek proximity to and maintain contact 
with the caregiver until they feel safe. 

 

 



 Baby learns to keep negative emotions hidden from 

caregiver in times of distress because caregiver 

doesn’t respond. 

 Parents/caregivers consistently respond to distress 

in insensitive or rejecting ways (ignoring, ridiculing 

or becoming annoyed). 

 Babies: Avoid caregiver when distressed and 

minimize displays of negative emotion in the 

presence of the caregiver 

 



 Babies are unsure of what to expect from parent but 

have hope that they will get a response. 

 Parents/Caregivers respond inconsistently to the 

baby’s distress. They may be inconsistent, 

unpredictable or involving (expecting infant to worry 

about caregiver’s own needs or by amplifying the 

infant’s distress and being overwhelmed). 

 Babies exaggerate their distress and anger or 

resistant responses when distressed. 

 



 Baby is unsafe in relationship with caregiver and does not 
know how to respond to caregiver. The source of the baby’s 
comfort (caregiver) is also the source of their fear and 
distress. 

 Parents/Caregivers: Have distorted parenting or unusual 
caregiving behaviours that are “frightening, frightened, 
dissociated or sexualized” during interactions and are not 
only during times of child’s distress. 

 Caregivers have typically suffered unresolved loss and 
trauma.  

 Babies will show inconsistent and unusual responses to 
caregivers when distressed including overwhelmed, freezing 
or dazed. They are unable to make an organized response.  



 
Disorganized Organized 

Secure Insecure 

Avoidant 
Ambivalent/ 

Resistant 



 Styles 
◦ Secure (55%)  

◦ Avoidant (23%)  

◦ Ambivalent/resistant (8%) 

◦ Disorganized (15%) 

(Benoit, 2004) 



 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DH1m_Z
MO7GU 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DH1m_ZMO7GU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DH1m_ZMO7GU


 Activated when infant is distressed 

 Strange Situation Protocol or Adult 
Attachment Interview (AAI) 

 Some consistency over lifespan 

 Different attachment styles to different 
caregivers 

 



 Sensitive, consistent responses to infant’s 
distress 

 You can’t spoil a baby who is distressed 



 Internal working model of the infant 

 

 “What is the baby thinking?” 

 “What does the baby think of their world?” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Link to video 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KhsVSdirCzE


 Neural pathways are created as working 
memory, no memory of specific events 

 Internal representations present in infants as 
early as the second half of the first year of 
life. 

 Trauma can have huge impact long-term 

 

 



 Chess and Thomas1950s 

 What is Goodness-of-Fit? 



 How do we assess the interactions we see 
between parents and infants? What do you 
look for? 

 The Parenting Interactions with Children: 
Checklist of Observations Linked to 
Outcomes (PICCOLO™) assessment tool 



 mom on couch 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=i2skIDrmJFc 

 

 young mom and baby 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lmCQUMrbmMs 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=i2skIDrmJFc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=i2skIDrmJFc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lmCQUMrbmMs




 Thumb voting 

 

 True  

 False  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bF3j5UVCSCA 

 

1997, Bruce D. Perry ChildTrauma.org 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bF3j5UVCSCA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bF3j5UVCSCA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bF3j5UVCSCA




 700 neural connections per second in early 
years 

 Experience dependent – serve and return 

 Neglect more harmful than abuse 

 Toxic stress damaging to the brain and 
causes distractions from developing other 
skills 

 Use it or lose it (pruning)  

 Brain plasticity is at highest, but continues 
(more effort and less impact) 

 

 



 How do you know if an infant is having 
mental health problems? 

  

 Find out about social history 

 Observe parent/child interactions 

 DEVELOPMENTAL ASSESSMENT 



  Decreased ability to be comforted or soothed 

  Interruption in developmental progression 

  Problems with sleep and feeding regulation 

 

Phillips & Best, 2007 
TVOParents https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rDSQIkrw0Jg 
 



 O-12 months  

Not smiling 

Withdrawn 

Turns or arches away from caregiver 

Lack of eye contact 

No vocalizations 

No language whatsoever 

Struggles with parenting 

Phillips & Best, 2007 
TVOParents https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rDSQIkrw0Jg 
 



 12-15 months 
 Not expressive  
 Lack of a range of emotions  
 No laughter 
 Seems to have a lack of pleasure 

 
 16-36 months: 
 No words  
 Negativity 
 Aggression 
 Behaviour is hard-to-manage 

 
 Diagnostic Classification 0-3R 
  

Phillips & Best, 2007 
TVOParents https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rDSQIkrw0Jg 
 



 Babies in institutions 

 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VvdOe10
vrs4 

 

 Baby and mother fighting 

 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=y3CZnWs
JQ1o 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VvdOe10vrs4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VvdOe10vrs4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=y3CZnWsJQ1o
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=y3CZnWsJQ1o


 How do you take into account underlying 
mental health concerns of an infant in the 
work you do? 

 Where do you refer infants and families for 
good services for infant mental health issues 
(ie feeding, failure to thrive, trauma)? 



 Center on the 
Social and 
Emotional 
Foundations 
for Early 
Learning 

(Hunter & Hemmeter, January 2009,  
Zero to Three) 



 Infant Mental Health Promotion (Sick Kids) 
www.imhpromotion.ca 

 Zero to Three  

   www.zertothree.org 

 Harvard Centre for the Developing Child 

   http://developingchild.harvard.edu/ 

 Child Trauma Academy 

   http://childtrauma.org/ 



 http://www.imhpromotion.ca/Resources/Best
PracticeGuidelines.aspx 

 






