
 



A socio-ecological model of mental health in infancy and  
early childhood 

 

g Risk factors in childhood can be known as adverse childhood experiences (ACEs). Sometimes 

this term refers to 10 specific risk factors, and in other cases it can be used more broadly to 

describe different sorts of adversity. More detail is given in the key concepts section.   

https://www.unicef.org/media/135011/file/Global%20multisectoral%20operational%20framework.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/media/135011/file/Global%20multisectoral%20operational%20framework.pdf
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https://www.unicef.org/reports/global-multisectoral-operational-framework
https://www.unicef.org/media/135011/file/Global%20multisectoral%20operational%20framework.pdf
https://library.nspcc.org.uk/HeritageScripts/Hapi.dll/search2?searchTerm0=C3380
https://library.nspcc.org.uk/HeritageScripts/Hapi.dll/search2?searchTerm0=C3380
https://developingchild.harvard.edu/resources/the-foundations-of-lifelong-health-are-built-in-early-childhood/
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h Toxic Stress and Latent Vulnerability are explained in the key concepts section. There are 
excellent resources on these issues produced by the UK Trauma Council.  

https://uktraumacouncil.org/


▪ 

▪ 

▪ 

▪ 

https://www.brazelton.co.uk/research/in-the-nbo/


https://familyintegratedcare.com/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/31502862/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/31502862/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/30169298/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/34971651/
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i Primary caregivers are typically children’s parents, but in some cases babies and young 
children may be in the care system or may spend significant periods with other family 
members, other trusted adults or childcare professionals. Cultural differences also influence 
who cares for child, in collectivist cultures, a child might be cared for by a wider network of 
family and friends. 
j The examples on page 20 show in italics how grown-ups support babies’ and children’s mental 

health. 

▪ 

▪ 

https://www.unicef.org.uk/babyfriendly/baby-friendly-resources/implementing-standards-resources/skin-to-skin-contact/#:~:text=What%20is%20skin%2Dto%2Dskin,until%20after%20the%20first%20feed.
https://www.unicef.org.uk/babyfriendly/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2013/09/baby_friendly_evidence_rationale.pdf
https://www.unicef.org.uk/babyfriendly/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2016/08/Baby-Friendly-relationship-building-red-book-p5.pdf


 

k Sensitive discipline refers to responding to a child’s behaviour and setting rules and 
boundaries in way that is sensitive to the child’s needs. It also involves explaining commands, 
prohibitions or refusals to the child, and in doing so, paying attention to the perspectives and 
feelings of other people who might be harmed by the child’s behaviour. 
l It should be acknowledged that if the parent/caregiver in this scenario is experiencing trauma 
and distress it may be harder for them to be attuned and responsive to their babies’ needs. 



Reducing pressures and building capabilities 

This model from the Blackpool Better Start Strategy shows how a local system can reduce 

pressures on families and build capabilities.47 Other factors to consider to reduce pressures and 

support families include access to safe housing, adequate food, employment, financial literacy, 

and others.  



 

https://fivetothrive.org.uk/
https://www.pedalhub.net/projects/item/play-across-childhood/
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/23794925.2022.2140458
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/23794925.2022.2140458


*Watch Me Play is an approach that promotes child-led play, individual attention 

from caregivers, and talking with babies and children about their play. Caregivers 

are asked to provide age-appropriate toys and their undivided attention in a quiet 

environment for regular short times two or more times a week. 

 

https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamapediatrics/fullarticle/2777306
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/33942677/
https://tavistockandportman.nhs.uk/care-and-treatment/our-clinical-services/watch-me-play/
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https://parentinfantfoundation.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/Securing-Healthy-Lives-ENGLISH.pdf
https://parentinfantfoundation.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/Securing-Healthy-Lives-ENGLISH.pdf
https://parentinfantfoundation.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/Securing-Healthy-Lives-ENGLISH.pdf
https://www.pmhn.scot.nhs.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/Final-Wellbeing-for-Wee-Ones-Summary-report.pdf
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https://parentinfantfoundation.org.uk/foundation-toolkit/
https://parentinfantfoundation.org.uk/foundation-toolkit/
https://parentinfantfoundation.org.uk/commissioning-toolkit/
https://www.eif.org.uk/resource/supporting-healthy-relationships-among-parents-of-children-with-behaviours-that-challenge
https://www.eif.org.uk/resource/supporting-healthy-relationships-among-parents-of-children-with-behaviours-that-challenge
https://agora.unicef.org/course/info.php?id=25325
https://www.unicef.org/parenting/
http://www.bbc.co.uk/tiny-happy-people/bonding
http://www.ihv.org.uk/Getting-to-know-your-baby.pdf
https://d.docs.live.net/7852b10271a3de74/Documents/ihv.org.uk/Getting-to-know-your-baby.pdf
https://d.docs.live.net/7852b10271a3de74/Documents/aimh.uk/get-to-know-your-baby
https://d.docs.live.net/7852b10271a3de74/Documents/aimh.uk/get-to-know-your-baby
https://www.nhsinform.scot/ready-steady-baby/pregnancy/relationships-and-wellbeing-in-pregnancy/
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https://www.unicef.org.uk/babyfriendly/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2013/09/baby_friendly_evidence_rationale.pdf
https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.unicef.org.uk%2Fbabyfriendly%2F&data=05%7C01%7CJMoody%40unicef.org.uk%7C053e61b11aff4e910cdb08db2470557a%7C2e8b3e917b2d435dacdaa68ba2653e5a%7C0%7C0%7C638143837102492870%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=DmPgFkL9q%2Fx%2F2GvOqBPiHiDeQ8LXE2GTRujk06lvRJ8%3D&reserved=0
https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.unicef.org.uk%2Fbabyfriendly%2Faccreditation%2F&data=05%7C01%7CJMoody%40unicef.org.uk%7C053e61b11aff4e910cdb08db2470557a%7C2e8b3e917b2d435dacdaa68ba2653e5a%7C0%7C0%7C638143837102492870%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=iAK5yEqAZcE4VwOpeKM6GdFNqWaELAx1rfhmp7dwsuk%3D&reserved=0
https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.unicef.org.uk%2Fbabyfriendly%2Fbaby-friendly-resources%2Frelationship-building-resources%2F&data=05%7C01%7CJMoody%40unicef.org.uk%7C053e61b11aff4e910cdb08db2470557a%7C2e8b3e917b2d435dacdaa68ba2653e5a%7C0%7C0%7C638143837102492870%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=Kj2wb%2FAaGoXys3L7JOzITfav4r7yHahMXck0hM6CjpA%3D&reserved=0
https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.unicef.org.uk%2Fbabyfriendly%2Ftraining%2Fcourses%2F&data=05%7C01%7CJMoody%40unicef.org.uk%7C053e61b11aff4e910cdb08db2470557a%7C2e8b3e917b2d435dacdaa68ba2653e5a%7C0%7C0%7C638143837102492870%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=BFJc7iQ3WLZZ4wfMEZSrsDgsq1bVq6JS66Uf2jDOlOY%3D&reserved=0


 

m This might be trauma from the parent’s past, such as a history of childhood adversity. It may 
also be trauma relating to their journey to parenthood, including pregnancy loss or birth 
trauma.  
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https://maternalmentalhealthalliance.org/wp-content/uploads/NSPCC-Spotlight-report-on-Perinatal-Mental-Health.pdf
https://maternalmentalhealthalliance.org/resource-hub/
https://maternalmentalhealthalliance.org/wp-content/uploads/MMHA-BRIEFING-Perinatal-mental-health-and-domestic-abuse-Jan-23.pdf
https://maternalmentalhealthalliance.org/wp-content/uploads/MMHA-BRIEFING-Perinatal-mental-health-and-domestic-abuse-Jan-23.pdf
https://dadmatters.org.uk/national/
https://dadmatters.org.uk/national/
https://d.docs.live.net/7852b10271a3de74/Documents/Including%20the%20newly%20launched%20interactive%20Evidence%20Review%20and%20action%20template%20produced%20in%20collaboration%20with%20the%20Institute%20of%20Health%20Visiting%20https:/ihv.org.uk/news-and-views/news/new-resource-to-support-high-quality-perinatal-mental-health-care/
https://www.rcpsych.ac.uk/docs/default-source/improving-care/better-mh-policy/college-reports/college-report-cr232---perinatal-mental-heath-services.pdf?Status=Master&sfvrsn=82b10d7e_4
https://ourtime.org.uk/about-us/our-impact/


 

*All names have been changed.  

 

https://homestartcamdenandislington.org.uk/


  

*All names have been changed.  
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https://www.eif.org.uk/resource/early-years-library
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5c86931b4d87114c07db1adb/t/5d11f4b220828c00012d82de/1561457851435/Evidence+Review+SCUK+DSDL+2018.pdf%20-
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5c86931b4d87114c07db1adb/t/5d11f4b220828c00012d82de/1561457851435/Evidence+Review+SCUK+DSDL+2018.pdf%20-
https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/support-for-schools/evidence-for-the-early-years
https://www.annafreud.org/early-years/
https://www.eif.org.uk/report/language-as-a-child-wellbeing-indicator


 

 

n Social cohesion refers to the sense of solidarity and the quality of relationships in a 

community. Collective efficacy refer to the a shared belief that, through unified efforts, the 

community can overcome challenges and achieve goals.  
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*Any conversations with families in the community should not just be with the 

adults. With help and permission from caregivers, adults can reach out to children 

and find out their views too. 



https://shapingus.centreforearlychildhood.org/


https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/28694555/#:~:text=Our%20findings%20indicate%20that%20the,of%20leave%2C%20than%20other%20fathers.
https://journals.lww.com/hrpjournal/Abstract/2020/03000/The_Impact_of_Paid_Maternity_Leave_on_the_Mental.5.aspx




 

o The way in which parents and professionals teach children how to navigate the often 

contradictory messages about race, and teach them about their own racial identity is called 

racial socialisation. 
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https://www.annafreud.org/early-years/early-years-in-mind/resources/helping-young-children-to-think-about-race-in-the-early-years/
https://www.annafreud.org/early-years/early-years-in-mind/resources/helping-young-children-to-think-about-race-in-the-early-years/
https://www.annafreud.org/early-years/early-years-in-mind/resources/helping-young-children-to-think-about-race-in-the-early-years/
https://www.embracerace.org/resources/racial-socialization-in-the-early-years-guidance-for-parents-and-educators
https://www.embracerace.org/resources/racial-socialization-in-the-early-years-guidance-for-parents-and-educators
https://www.annafreud.org/early-years/early-years-in-mind/resources/helping-young-children-to-think-about-race-in-the-early-years/
https://www.annafreud.org/early-years/early-years-in-mind/resources/helping-young-children-to-think-about-race-in-the-early-years/
https://www.annafreud.org/early-years/early-years-in-mind/working-with-families-facing-challenges/supporting-families-from-diverse-communities/
https://www.annafreud.org/early-years/early-years-in-mind/working-with-families-facing-challenges/supporting-families-from-diverse-communities/
https://www.eif.org.uk/report/improving-the-way-family-support-services-work-for-minority-ethnic-families
https://www.eif.org.uk/report/improving-the-way-family-support-services-work-for-minority-ethnic-families
https://www.unicef.org/reports/tackling-gender-inequality-early-years
https://www.annafreud.org/early-years/early-years-in-mind/working-with-families-facing-challenges/parents-with-learning-difficulties/
https://www.annafreud.org/early-years/early-years-in-mind/working-with-families-facing-challenges/parents-with-learning-difficulties/
https://www.annafreud.org/early-years/early-years-in-mind/resources/a-guide-to-neurodiversity-in-the-early-years/
https://familyhubsnetwork.com/hubs-for-parents-with-disabilities/
https://familyhubsnetwork.com/hubs-for-parents-with-disabilities/
https://www.famly.co/blog/heteronormativity-in-early-childhood
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/603f6e4f25ef842cd48165d8/t/604b309cb56af5663d92a420/1615540380205/Tembo%2C+S.+2021+More+work+to+do+thinking+through+equalities+with+young+children+in+Scotland.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/603f6e4f25ef842cd48165d8/t/604b309cb56af5663d92a420/1615540380205/Tembo%2C+S.+2021+More+work+to+do+thinking+through+equalities+with+young+children+in+Scotland.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/603f6e4f25ef842cd48165d8/t/604b309cb56af5663d92a420/1615540380205/Tembo%2C+S.+2021+More+work+to+do+thinking+through+equalities+with+young+children+in+Scotland.pdf


 

 

p More information on mental health in under 0-4 year olds can be found in Centre for Mental 
Health’s 2018 briefing on this age group.  

https://learning.nspcc.org.uk/safeguarding-child-protection
https://www.centreformentalhealth.org.uk/sites/default/files/2018-09/CentreforMentalHealth_MissedOpportunities_0-4years.pdf
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Scenarios to support local discussions 

These examples show transient or persistent issues with babies’ and toddlers’ 

emotional, behavioural and social wellbeing and development. They are provided to 

help local services to understand the provision and pathways of care for babies in their 

local area to identify gaps or opportunities. When reading each example, consider 

would this baby or toddlers’ problems be identified? How would services understand 

what is happening for them? How would they receive appropriate support?  


