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Infant Mental Health: A case for a 

community response

Å Symptoms of child and youth mental health problems usually start in 

early childhood (CDC, 2011) and mental health problems can and 

do occur infants young children.

Å There is good evidence as to which infants and young children are 

at high risk for developing mental health problems.

Å It is essential to treat the mental health problems of infants and 

young children within the context of their families, homes and 

communities.



Breaking the Cycle

Å An early intervention program that promotes and treatsthe
mental health of infants and young children who are at-risk for 
maladaptive outcomes due to maternal substance use

Å Delivered through a comprehensive, cross-sectoral, 
community-based partnership

Å Single access model with street outreach and home visitation 
components

Å Funding:  Public Health Agency of Canada and Ministry of 
Child and Youth Services



BTC Partners



BTC Programs and Services



Admission Criteria

Women/Mothers

ÅWho are pregnant and/ or 
parenting children 6 years;   

ÅWho are experiencing 
problems of substance use and 
recovery;  

ÅWho desire support around 
their substance use or 
recovery.

Infants/Young Children

ÅWho have been exposed to 
alcohol and/or other 
substances during the prenatal 
period;

ÅWho have been exposed to 
parental alcohol/ substance 
use in postnatal period



Profile of BTC Families



Intervention Strategies: Mothers

STAGES OF CHANGE 

Å Acknowledges that individuals need different kinds of help 
depending on their readiness to make change

MOTIVATIONAL INTERVIEWING

Å Style of counselling designed to help a person build commitment 
and to reach a decision to change through a supportive therapeutic 
relationship and through removing external barriers



Intervention Strategies: Dyad

KEY FEATURES:

Å Increase maternal reflective functioning

Å Increase maternal sensitivity

Å Increase maternal responsiveness

Å Creating and maintaining a strong therapeutic relationship

Å Mother and baby are both present for the intervention

Å Watch, Wait and Wonder

Å Supporting Security/Baby Love

Å Developmental Guidance



Evaluation

ÅMaternal Functioning

ÅMaternal-Child 

Functioning

ÅChild Functioning



Pregnancy Outreach Outcomes

ñEarly-Identifiedò vs. ñLate-Identifiedò:

Å Fewer prenatal risk factors

Å Reduced prenatal substance exposure

Å Fewer birth complications

Å Higher birth weight

Å Better postnatal health

Å Reduced length of hospital stay



Maternal Functioning Outcomes

Relationship Capacity

Å Increase in comfort with closeness and intimacy

Abuse Assessment Screen

Å Decreased reports of threats and physical violence



Maternal Functioning Outcomes

Perceived Relationship Support

Å Higher levels of perceived support from family and friends in the 

following areas:

o Emotional support 

o Social support 

o Practical support 

o Financial support 



Maternal Functioning Outcomes

Depression

Å Significant changes in depressed affect, somatic complaints, 

interpersonal problems and total depression

Anxiety

Å Decreased reports of moderate and severe anxiety levels 

Self Efficacy for Substance Use

Å Increased confidence in resisting relapse



Maternal Functioning Outcomes

Knowledge of Services

Å More informed about programs in community

Å Better able to access help from other agencies

Å Better able to deal with practical problems

Å Better able to meet basic needs

Å More connected with other mothers

Å More a part of the community where they lived



Child Functioning Outcomes
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Mother-Child Relationships 

Outcomes
Maternal Empathy

Å Increased empathy ratings

Å Higher levels of appropriate expectations of child abilities

Å Higher levels of understanding of parent and child roles

Parenting Satisfaction and Efficacy

Å High positive ratings at Time 1 and 2



Mother-Child Relationships 

Outcomes
Parenting Sense of Competence

Å Significantly higher levels of perceived parenting efficacy, parenting 

satisfaction, and total parenting competence

Maternal-Infant Attachment

Å Significantly higher levels of quality of attachment and lower levels 

of maternal hostility



Mother-Child Relationships 

Outcomes



BTC Relationship Framework


