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Learning Objectives

o As a result of this training, participants will be able to:

o Understand the significance of relationships in experiencing    

Adverse Childhood Experiences

o Understand the impact of relationships on young children’s       

development as well as their mental and physical health

o Describe how relationships can act as a protective factor 

for young children     



Significance of Relationships

o Relationships are a fundamental aspect of human development and a 

protective factor in resilience (Centers for Disease Control and 

Prevention, 2021; National Council on the Developing Child, 2009).

o Very young children are immensely vulnerable because they are 

completely dependent upon adults for their very survival and their

development is in a particularly sensitive state (Marini, et al, 2020).



Relationships and Development

oVery young children’s developmental status makes them particularly 

vulnerable to adverse childhood experiences.  

o “The same miraculous plasticity that allows young brains to quickly 

learn love and language, unfortunately, also makes them highly 

susceptible to negative experiences as well” (Perry, 2006).

oThe structure and function of the developing brain is dependent upon 

connection with caregivers (Center for the Developing Child, 2012; Kolb &

Gibb, 2011).



Relationships and Development (cont’d.)

oRelationships are essential for development, for well-being and for 

resilience (Bronfenbrenner, 1991; Perry, 2005).  

oAttachment relationships (the close and loving relationship to a trusted 

caregiver) are significant to children’s social and emotional development 

(Ainsworth, 1964; Ainsworth, Bleher, Waters & Wall, 1978; Fraiberg, 1977; 

Perry, 2006; George, C, 2014).

oThis attachment relationship is also fundamental to the child’s

development of self-regulation, which is involved in a number of life skills like 

toilet training, taking turns, impulse control, and appropriate expression of 

strong emotions (Hornstein, 2014).



Supportive Relationships Buffer Toxic Stress

Neurologic and HPA Axis

• Improved cortisol reactivity

ANS and Cardiovascular Reactivity

• Lowered blood pressure

• Lowered catecholamines

Oxytocin

• Oxytocin receptors on the amygdala allow oxytocin to inhibit ANS and HPA response

Immune Function

• Decreased inflammation

• Protects against the common cold

• Decreased asthma symptoms



Pediatric Interventions that Improve Social Relationships can 

Improve Stress Hormones and Health

Slopen 2014

• Interventions designed 
to improve social 
relationships, 
environments or 
psychosocial 
functioning in children 
associated with 
improved cortisol 
activity. 

Marie-Mitchell 2018

• Multicomponent 
interventions including 
parenting education, 
mental health support, 
and social service 
referrals were 
associated with 
improvements in 
parent–child 
relationship and 
behavioral and mental 
health problems. 

Purewal Boparai 2018

• Three key intervention 
elements – a focus on 
strong parenting skills, 
earlier intervention 
placement, and greater 
intervention 
engagement –
improved or even 
normalized stress 
hormone profiles and 
decreased the impact 
of toxic stress on brain 
development and 
epigenetic regulation. 



Relationships and Development (cont’d.)

o Responsive, consistent, 

loving care is essential for 

healthy brain 

development. 

Harvard Center on the Developing Child. (2019). 5 Steps for Brain-Building 

Serve and Return. https://developingchild.harvard.edu/science/key-
concepts/serve-and-return/.



Evidence-Based Strategies for Toxic Stress Mitigation



Caregiver health is child health

oSince very young children cannot survive without caregivers, their well-

being is inextricably connected with caregivers’ well-being.  “Caregiver 

health is child health.” (Harvard Center for the Developing Child, 2020).  

oThe CDC’s recommendations for preventing ACEs include

supporting parents with family friendly workplace policies and 

by promoting household financial security as well as 

teaching skills like parenting education and family relationship

approaches. 



Social integration (parent contact, 

friend count, religious attendance 

and activities participation) is 

associated in a dose-dependent 

manner for adolescents and late 

adults with:

o Lower CRP 

o Lower systolic blood pressure

o Lower Waist Circumference

o Lower BMI 

(Yang 2016)



(Holt-Lunstad 2010)



Community resources can also support caregiver well-being

oResources that offer support to caregivers, such as parent support groups,   

parent education, respite care, etc. can benefit parents/caregivers as

well as children.

o First Five Humboldt’s play groups, Changing Tides parent support, and 

The Nurse Family Partnership are a few examples of such resources. 
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Summary
oChildren’s development, physical health and well-being are largely 

dependent on the relationship with their caregivers. 

oThe well-being of caregivers is inextricably connected to the well-being of 

children. A healthy relationship with a caregiver can serve as a protective 

factor when toxic stress is experienced.

o Support for caregivers’ well-being promotes the well-being of young 

children.



References
Ainsworth, M.D. (1964). Patterns of attachment behavior shown by an infant in interaction with his mother. Merrill Palmer Quarterly.

10. 51-58.

Ainsworth, M.D. S., Bleher, M.C., Water, E., & Wall, S. (1978). Patterns of Attachment. Hillsdale, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.

Bethell, C.D., Gombojav ,N., Whitaker, R.C. (2019). Family resilience and connection promote flourishing among US children, even      
amid adversity. Health Affairs. 

amid adversity. Health Affairs. 38(5): 729-37. 

Bhushan D, Kotz K, McCall J, Wirtz S, Gilgoff R, Dube SR, Powers C, Olson-Morgan J, Galeste M, Patterson K, Harris L, Mills A, Bethell C,    
Burke Harris N, Office of the California Surgeon General. (2020). Roadmap for Resilience: The California Surgeon General’s Report on 
Adverse Childhood Experiences, Toxic Stress, and Health. Office of the California Surgeon General. DOI: 10.48019/PEAM8812

Bronfenbrenner, U. (1991). In Childhood, a collaboration between R.H Wozniak and Thirteen WNET.

Centers for Disease Control & Prevention (2019). Preventing Adverse Childhood Experiences: Leveraging the best available
evidence. Atlanta, GA: National Center for Injury Prevention and Control.
https://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/aces/riskprotectivefactors.html

Centers for Disease Prevention and Control. (2021). Violence Prevention: Risk and Protective Factors.

Cohen, S. (2004). Social relationships and health. American Psychologist. 59(8): 676-84.

https://doi.org/10.48019/PEAM8812
https://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/aces/riskprotectivefactors.html


References (cont’d.) 
Fraiberg, S. (1978). Every child’s birthright: In defense of mothering. New York: Bantam Books.

Floyd, K. & Riforgiate,S. (2008). Affectionate communication received from spouses predicts stress hormone levels in healthy
adults." Communication monographs 75.4: 351-368.

George, C. (2014). Attachment theory: Implications for young children and their parents. In Brandt, K., Perry, B., Seligman, S., &
Tronick, E. (Eds). Infant and early childhood mental health: Core concepts and clinical practice. 71-83. Washington, DC:
American Psychological Association.

Graven, S.N & Browne, J.V. (2008). Auditory development in the fetus and infant. Newborn and Nursing Reviews. 8 (4), 187-193

Grewen, K. M.,. Girdler, S.S., Amico., & Light, K.C. (2005). Effects of partner support on resting oxytocin, cortisol, norepinephrine, and
blood pressure before and after warm partner contact. Psychosom Med 67(4): 531-538.

Harvard Center for the Developing Child. (2012).  Key Concepts: Serve And Return. 
.          https://developingchild.harvard.edu/science/key-concepts/serve-and-return/

Harvard Center on the Developing Child. (2019). 5 Steps for Brain-Building Serve and Return. https://developingchild.Harvard.edu/
science/key-concepts/serve-and-return/

Harvard Center for the Developing Child, (2020). COVID-19 Special Edition: Self- care isn’t selfish.
Podcast. https://developingchild.harvard.edu/resources/the-brain-architects- podcast-covid-19-special-edition-self-care-isn              
isn’t selfish.

https://developingchild.harvard.edu/science/key-concepts/serve-and-return/
https://developingchild.harvard.edu/%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20science/key-concepts/serve-and-return/
https://developingchild.harvard.edu/%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20science/key-concepts/serve-and-return/
https://developingchild.harvard.edu/resources/the-brain-architects-%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20podcast-covid-19-special-edition-self-care-isnt-selfish
https://developingchild.harvard.edu/resources/the-brain-architects-%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20podcast-covid-19-special-edition-self-care-isnt-selfish


References (cont’d.) 

Heinrichs ,M,,von Dawans ,B, & Domes, G. (2009). Oxytocin, vasopressin, and human social behavior. Frontiers in 
Neuroendocrinology. 30(4): 548-57. 

Hernandez-Martinez, C., Arija, V., Balaguer, A., Cavalle, P., & Canals, J. (Nov 2008). Do the emotional states of pregnant women
affect neonatal behaviour?  Early Human Development. 84 (11) 745-750. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.earlhumdev.2008.05.002

Holt-Lunstad, J., Smith, T.B., & Layton, J.B. (2010). Social relationships and mortality risk: A meta-analytic review. PLoS Med 7(7): 
e1000316.https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pmed.1000316.

Hornstein, J. (2014). Brazelton’s neurodevelopmental and relational touchpoints and infant mental health.
In Brandt, K., Perry, B., Seligman, S., & Tronick, E. (Eds). Infant and early childhood mental health: Core concepts and
clinical practice. 71-83. Washington, DC: American Psychiatric Association.

Kolb, B., & Gibb, R. (2011). Brain plasticity and behaviour in the developing brain. Journal of the Canadian Academy of Child
and Adolescent Psychiatry = Journal de l’Academie Canadienne de psychiatrie de l’enfant et de l’adolescent. 20(4),
265-276..

Li ,T., Wang, P., Wang, S.C.& Wang,Y-F. (2017). Approaches mediating oxytocin regulation of the immune system. Frontiers in
Immunology. 7(693).

Lieberman, A.F. (2017). The emotional life of the toddler. New York: Simon & Schuster.

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.earlhumdev.2008.05.002


References (cont’d)

Lim, J., Wood, B.L., & Miller, B.D. (2008).  Maternal depression and parenting in relation to child internalizing symptoms and 

asthma disease activity. Journal of Family Psychology. 22(2);64.

Manczak, E.M,, Levine, C.S., Ehrlich, K.B., Basu, D., McAdams, D.P., & Chen, E. (2017). Associations between spontaneous 

parental perspective-taking and stimulated cytokine responses in children with asthma.  Health Psychology. 36(7) 642-61.

Marie-Mitchell, A, & Kostolansky ,R. (2019). A systematic review of trials to improve child outcomes associated with Adverse     

Childhood  Experiences. American Journal of Preventive Medicine. 56(5)756-764.   

Marini, S., Davis, K.A., Soare, T.W., et al. (2020). Adversity exposure during sensitive periods predicts accelerated epigenetic aging
in children. Psychoneuroendocrinology, 113: 104484.

Perry, B. & Szalavitz, M. (2005). The boy who was raised as a dog: And other stories from a child psychiatrist’s notebook—What
traumatized children can teach us about loss, love and healing. Basic Books

Purewal Boparai, S.K., Au, V., Koita, K. et al. (2018). Ameliorating the biological impacts of childhood adversity: A review of    

Intervention programs.  Child Abuse and Neglect. 81, 82-105.

Scatliffe, N.,Casavant, S., Vittner, D. & Cong, X. (2019). Oxytocin and early parent-infant interactions: A systematic review.    

International Journal of Nursing Sciences. 6(4): 445-53. 



References (cont’d)

Slopen, N, ,McLaughlin, K.A,, & Shonkoff, J.P. (2014).  Interventions to improve cortisol regulation in children: A systematic review.

Pediatrics. 133 (2) 312-26.

Suglia, S.F., Duarte, C.S., Sandel, M.T. & Wright R.J. (2010). Social and environmental stressors in the home and childhood asthma.

Journal of Epidemiology and Community Health. 64(7) 636-42.

Uchino, B.N. (2006). Social support and health: A review of physiological processes potentially underlying links to disease outcome

Journal of Behavioral Medicine. 29(4) 377-387.

Wang, P., Yang, H-P. ,Tian, S., et al. (2015). Oxytocin-secreting system: A major part of the neuroendocrine center regulating

immunologic activity.  Journal of Neuroimmunology. 289 152-161.

Yang, Y.C., Boen, C., Gerken, K., Li, T.Schorpp, K., & Harris, K.M. (2016). Social relationships and physiological determinants of 

longevity across the human life span. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences. 113.3 578-583.


