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Health and Well-being in Early Years Development – A Focus on Mental Health
Introduction
My name is Julie MacDonald, student number 2306990, and in this presentation, I will be exploring an essential topic—mental health in young children—and its impact on their well-being, care, and healthy living. Mental health is just as important as physical health, yet it often does not receive the same attention. The Department for Education (2023) explains that much like physical health, mental well-being can fluctuate over time due to a range of factors. In young children, mental health is linked to their emotional and social development, shaping their ability to form relationships, manage emotions, and engage in learning. Mind (2017) further emphasizes that mental health is something everyone has, consisting of cognitive, emotional, and behavioural aspects.
We will examine the factors that contribute to positive mental health, the causes of mental health challenges, the short- and long-term effects of poor mental health, and the role practitioners, families, and communities play in supporting children’s well-being. This discussion will be supported by theories, statistics, and research, including perspectives from Maslow and Bronfenbrenner. I will also consider how mental health ties into early years frameworks and current societal challenges, including the impact of COVID-19 and the cost-of-living crisis.
Recognising Mental Health Struggles in Young Children
Identifying mental health issues in young children is not always straightforward. The NSPCC (2022) reports that children may struggle to express their emotions or concerns, making it difficult for caregivers to recognise when they need support. According to Every Mind Matters (2021), warning signs of mental health difficulties in children include withdrawal from activities they once enjoyed, changes in behaviour such as increased aggression or extreme mood swings, loss of interest in social interactions, self-harm or neglect, and disruptions to sleeping patterns. Mental health is a complex combination of physical, emotional, and social elements (Statham et al., 2010). Action for Children (2023) highlights the importance of open communication, encouraging both children and adults to express their emotions rather than waiting until their mental health reaches a crisis point.
On the other hand, when children experience positive mental well-being, they are more likely to feel comfortable, engage in play, and build strong relationships (Andrews, 2012). The Office for National Statistics (2020) identifies key factors that children associate with happiness, including positive relationships, opportunities for play, good health, education, and a sense of security. Similarly, Laevers’ concept of well-being suggests that physical needs, affection, warmth, recognition, self-belief, and moral values are fundamental to emotional stability (Roberts, 2010).
Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs: Supporting Well-being in Early Childhood
To better understand how mental health can be nurtured in young children, we can look at Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (1943). Maslow’s theory explains that human needs must be met in a specific order, from basic survival needs to emotional and psychological well-being. Physiological needs such as proper nutrition, rest, and a safe environment support brain and body development (Bagordo et al., 2017). Safety and security are also essential, as a stable and predictable routine provides children with emotional safety, reducing anxiety and stress (Tickell, 2011). Love and belonging are fundamental, as strong relationships with caregivers and peers promote emotional resilience (Bowlby, 1969). When children feel valued, their confidence and independence grow (Rose, Gilbert, & Richards, 2016). A child with a solid foundation of well-being can reach their full potential, exploring creativity and learning. If any of these levels are disrupted—such as neglect, poverty, or lack of emotional support—mental health can suffer. Byron-Cox (2022) explains that when a child's esteem needs are unmet, self-actualization becomes difficult, impacting their long-term potential.
Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory: The Role of Environment in Mental Health
In addition to individual needs, Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory (1979) highlights how a child's well-being is influenced by various levels of their environment. The microsystem includes family, teachers, and peers, all of whom directly shape a child’s mental health (Roberts, 2010). The mesosystem refers to relationships between home, school, and community settings, which reinforce stability and support (DfE, 2017). The exosystem consists of factors such as a parent’s job, financial stress, or access to healthcare, all of which indirectly impact a child’s well-being (Public Health Wales, 2020). The macrosystem represents social attitudes toward mental health awareness and child development, which can influence the availability of support (Welsh Government, 2021). The chronosystem involves life events such as family illness, parental separation, or global crises like COVID-19, which can affect children’s long-term emotional well-being (Kings College London, 2022). By considering all these influences, we see that mental health is not just an individual issue—it is shaped by social and environmental factors.
The Effects of Poor Mental Health on Children
Poor mental health can have both short- and long-term consequences. Pound (2006) explains that chronic stress can disrupt cognitive development, leading to issues such as anxiety and behavioural difficulties. Children who face poverty, limited social interaction, or unstable home environments are at greater risk (Mukherji et al., 2017). Additionally, NHS Wales (2020) reports that adverse childhood experiences, including abuse, domestic violence, and substance misuse, can lead to low self-worth and poor mental health outcomes. Bhui (2021) notes that 70% of children by the age of eight have experienced at least one adverse event, which can have lasting negative effects on their emotional and psychological well-being.
The Role of Practitioners in Supporting Mental Health
As early years practitioners, we play a vital role in promoting positive mental health. There are several key strategies we can use. Creating safe and nurturing environments with stability, routine, and secure attachments supports children’s emotional development (Pound, 2006). Encouraging emotional literacy and teaching children how to express and regulate emotions builds resilience (Rose, Gilbert, & Richards, 2016). Promoting healthy lifestyles, including good nutrition, exercise, and rest, contributes to mental well-being (Bagordo et al., 2017). Supporting families and communities through engagement and resource provision strengthens support networks (DfE, 2017). The Welsh Government (2024) emphasizes that happiness, safety, and security should be at the heart of early years education, reinforcing the idea that mental health should be a priority in early childhood frameworks.
Conclusion
To summarize, mental health is fundamental to a child’s overall well-being. Research and theories from Maslow, Bronfenbrenner, and Bowlby show us that mental health is influenced by both internal needs and external environments. Challenges such as poverty, adverse childhood experiences, and societal changes like the COVID-19 pandemic and cost-of-living crisis have made mental health support even more crucial. As practitioners, educators, and caregivers, we must work together to create supportive environments that foster resilience, emotional well-being, and lifelong positive mental health.
Thank you for listening.

	
	
	



