
PARENT/CHILD RELATIONSHIPS 

AND 

UNDERSTANDING INFANT MENTAL 
HEALTH 

 
What Is Infant Mental Health (IMH)? 

The mental health of infants, toddlers and young children is as important as their physical 
health. In the nurturing and protective actions of parents and other caring adults, infants form 
the basis for other special relationships that are the foundation for development of cognitive, 
emotional and social skills. 

How does the Parent/Child relationship effect an Infant’s Mental Health? 

Children rely on adults to help them experience, process and express emotions. The Manhattan 
Psychology Group points out that infants and children learn how to share and communicate 
their feelings within the context of family and community. 

Temperament is the biggest, but not only, factor in an infant’s mental health. 

When it comes to temperament, the factor that plays the biggest role in IMH is how well the 
child’s temperament matches their environment – otherwise known as their “goodness of 
fit.”  Poorness of fit occurs when an infant’s temperament is not respected and 
accommodated.  Therefore, a caregiver’s natural temperament and way of parenting may fit 
quite well for one child while it may not fit for another.  When this occurs, it is important to 
change the caregiver’s response so that “goodness of fit” results and the child can reach their 
full potential. 

What are the signs that my infant might be experiencing mental health difficulties? 

Since an infant or very young child cannot tell us when they are having a problem, it is 
important that we keep an eye out for warning signs such as: 

• Not wanting to be held 

• Not being able to be comforted when upset, or being upset for longer than seems right 

• Fussiness (e.g., screaming, whining, crying) 

• Eating and sleeping difficulties 



• Not making eye contact with the parent or caregiver, or avoiding eye contact with 
others 

• Not seeming to interact with others 

• Not making noises very often, like cooing or babbling sounds 

• Not using language as expected for their age 

• Losing skills they could once do 

• Tantrums 

• Aggression (e.g., hitting, biting, pinching) 

• Anger, frustration, head-banging 

• Separation anxiety or withdrawal from parent 

• Developmental concerns (e.g., autistic behaviors, language problems) 

*If any of these warning signs are present, consultation from a medical or mental 
health provider who specializes in infant mental health should be sought out. 

 

 

Where can I get more Information or help for a child in need? 

 

NMAIMH (505) 331-7138 or info@nmaimh.org  

Jane Clarke, Ph.D. (505) 986-0831  

Deborah Harris, MSW, LISW (505) 753-4123 X114  

Marcia Moriarta, Psy.D. (505) 272-5679 

 

 

Sources: 

https://onlinenursing.duq.edu/blog/infant-mental-health-guide/ 

https://manhattanpsychologygroup.com/infant-mental-health-what-is-it-and-why-is-it-important/ 

https://www.healthyfamiliesnewyork.org/ 
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