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Why Infant and Early Childhood 
Mental Health?
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Mental Health Looks Different in Young Children

■Nature of development
■ Children process and respond to stress differently

■Must be addressed within the context of the 
family

■Brain is most vulnerable

■Children’s mental health is heavily 
influenced by their caregivers
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Very Young Children CAN Experience 

Mental Health Disorders

■Relationship Disorders (related to 
Attachment)

■Mood Disorders (such as Anxiety and 
Depression)

■Feeding Disorders
■Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder 

(ADHD)
■Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD)
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Infant and Early Childhood Mental Health 
Consultation

A multi-system, preventive approach that partners mental 
health professionals with early childhood staff and their 
families to improve the social, emotional, and behavioral 
health and development of young children. It is designed to 
build the capacity of professionals and families in 
understanding the powerful influence that relationships and 
interactions have on young children’s development. 
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The cornerstone of IECMHC is a collaborative 
relationship between the Mental Health Consultant 

and the adults who care for young children.
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IECMHC is a Strategy that:

■Promotes social emotional development 
■Addresses children’s challenging behavior
■Includes primarily indirect services
■Impacts child, family, staff and program 
outcomes
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✔ It is NOT therapy.

✔ It is NOT a diagnostic 
evaluation 

✔ It is NOT working with 
children alone. 



A Mental Health Consultant Helps Caregivers:

■Learn to identify, understand, and address the 
needs of children at risk for mental health 
problems as early as possible

■Consider how their own attitudes, beliefs, 
and actions impact interactions and 
relationships with children and other adults

■Explore strategies for changing their 
behavior in ways that lead to more optimal 
outcomes for young children
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Consultant Activities Should Include:

■Observation of children’s behavior, play and interactions, followed by feedback and 
guidance to staff 

■Development of individualized strategies for children with identified concerns  
■Case consultation with staff (individual and group)
■Reflective consultation 
■Supporting staff in completing screenings and assessments 
■Policy and practice recommendations 
■Professional development training for staff 
■Community/parent training
■Referrals as appropriate
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Outcomes Associated with IECMHC

■Reduction in challenging behaviors
■Reduction in childcare/preschool suspensions and 

expulsions
■Improved relationships between parents and their 

children
■Reduction in missed workdays for parents
■Increase in positive social skills
■Increase in staff competency and retention

~ Center of Excellence for Infant and Early Childhood Mental Health (Georgetown University) 
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Preferred Consultant Qualifications

■Advanced degree in a mental health related field 

■Licensed by State of Iowa 

■At least 3 years’ experience working in IECMH

■Endorsed (or in the process)

■Avoids the role of the “expert” and works collaboratively 

with caregivers
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Building Infrastructure in Iowa and Next Steps 

■Developed a “best practice” model
■Workforce surveys 
■Consultant orientation training
■Monthly consultant networking meetings
■Ongoing professional development
■Sharing our work
■Searching for sustained funding
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Resources

■https://www.cdc.gov/mentalhealth/learn/index.htm
■https://www.zerotothree.org/issue-areas/infant-and-early-childhood-

mental-health/
■https://developingchild.harvard.edu/science/deep-dives/mental-health

/
■https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/26149380/
■https://www.iecmhc.org/
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Thank you!
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Questions?  

Contact me at: 

Rhonda.Rairden-Nelson@idph.iowa.gov
515-201-6204

mailto:Rhonda.Rairden-Nelson@idph.iowa.gov

