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Mental Health in the Early Years. 
 Mental health and emotional well-being during early childhood are essential for a child's overall development. Increasingly, early childhood is recognised not just as a preparatory phase for school, but as a foundational period that significantly influences future mental health, lifestyle choices, and social interactions. This presentation examines the meaning of mental health in early years, its importance, and insights from academic and professional sources on how to support it effectively. It draws on key theories, compares research findings, highlights policy directions in Wales, and illustrates how these concepts can be applied in practice through real-world examples. The discussion is framed within broader themes of health, well-being, and lifestyle, emphasising the relationship between theory and practice. 
 Mental health in early childhood refers to the developing ability of infants and young children to experience, regulate, and express their emotions, form close and secure relationships, and explore and learn within their environment (Zero to Three, 2017). These skills develop through consistent, responsive care and supportive relationships. Mary Ainsworth’s work on attachment theory, established in 1978, is foundational in this field. Ainsworth's Strange Situation studies identified different patterns of attachment (Ainsworth et al., 1978). Children with secure attachments typically demonstrate greater resilience and better emotional regulation. In contrast, insecure attachments, whether avoidant, resistant, or disorganised, are linked to later vulnerabilities in mental health (Bowlby, 1988; Sroufe, 2005). Ainsworth's research directly informs early childhood practices by highlighting the emotional needs underlying children's behaviours.
Abraham Maslow's hierarchy of needs, proposed in 1943, highlights how unmet needs in early childhood, especially for safety, security, and love, can hinder emotional development. Maslow positioned these needs at the base of his pyramid, asserting that higher cognitive and emotional functions cannot fully develop if basic emotional and physical needs are not satisfied. This framework emphasises the importance of fostering, nurturing and consistent environments in early childhood settings. 
Urie Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological systems theory adds depth to our understanding of child development by placing the child within a series of interconnected systems. These include the microsystem (which encompasses family and school), mesosystem (the interactions between different microsystems), exosystem (the indirect environments, such as parental workplaces), and macrosystem (the broader societal norms, laws, and policies). This model is particularly useful for understanding how mental health is influenced not only by the child or caregiver but also by factors such as policy decisions, social inequality, and community support structures. 
Supporting these theoretical perspectives, modern neuroscience offers biological evidence highlighting the significance of early experiences. The Centre on the Developing Child at Harvard University (2019) emphasises that during the first five years of life, over a million neural connections are formed every second. These connections are shaped by a child's interactions, emotional climate, and caregiving relationships. Shonkoff, Slopen, and Williams (2021) explain that adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) and toxic stress can disrupt the architecture of the developing brain, resulting in increased vulnerability to anxiety, depression, and physical illness later in life. This aligns with Bronfenbrenner’s macrosystem level, underscoring how social conditions like poverty and inequality profoundly impact children's lives. 
In Wales, policy frameworks highlight the importance of mental health in early childhood and aim to address systemic inequalities (Welsh Government, 2021). A significant initiative by the Welsh Government, the Flying Start programme, is designed to reduce child poverty and improve the health and well-being of children aged 0–4 in disadvantaged areas. This programme provides free part-time childcare, parenting support, access to health visitors, and language development programs. Evaluations carried out by the Welsh Government (2020) indicate that Flying Start has had a positive impact on parental engagement, child language development, and the early identification of developmental concerns, resulting in enhanced emotional well-being for children.
The Curriculum for Wales (2022) encompasses children from the Foundation Phase, which includes ages 3 to 7, and places well-being as one of its four core purposes. It aims to support children in becoming healthy, confident individuals who can build relationships and navigate life’s challenges. The curriculum promotes emotional literacy, mindfulness, and social learning throughout all learning experiences. Its emphasis on play-based and relational learning aligns closely with the theoretical frameworks established by Ainsworth and Maslow. 
The Healthy Child Wales Programme (HCWP) establishes universal contact points for all children under the age of seven, emphasising the importance of supporting their health, development, and well-being. It includes required health visitor checks that address emotional and social development, allowing for early intervention when mental health issues are identified (Public Health Wales, 2020). 
Organizations such as Mind Cymru, NSPCC Cymru, and Early Years Wales play vital roles in promoting mental health in early childhood. For example, Mind Cymru provides resources and advocacy focused on perinatal and infant mental health (Mind Cymru, 2023). At the same time, Early Years Wales offers training and guidance to practitioners on how to support emotional well-being in early years settings (Early Years Wales, 2022).
The importance of early mental health is further highlighted when we examine long-term outcomes. According to Public Health Wales (2019) and the Health Foundation (2019), children who experience positive early relationships and develop strong emotional foundations are more likely to succeed in school, maintain stable employment, and enjoy better physical health throughout their lives. Research by McLaughlin, Weissman, and Bitrán (2020) indicates that early disruptions in caregiving relationships or exposure to chronic stress can negatively impact brain regions responsible for emotion regulation and stress responses. This emphasises the critical need for early intervention. 
The importance of early mental health is widely acknowledged by theorists and researchers, although their focus may vary. Ainsworth's attachment theory emphasizes the emotional and relational aspects of development (Ainsworth et al., 1978), while Shonkoff's neuroscientific approach concentrates on the biological impacts of stress and adversity (Shonkoff et al., 2012). Additionally, Bronfenbrenner's ecological model introduces systemic complexity by recognizing how broader social structures influence children's development (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). These perspectives are not contradictory; rather, they are complementary and collectively provide a multi-dimensional understanding of how early emotional health is shaped. 
The application of this knowledge in early years practice can take many forms. One effective approach is emotion coaching, which is based on attachment theory and psychological insights. Gottman, Katz, and Hooven (2018) explain that helping children label their emotions and understand their feelings supports the development of self-regulation and empathy. This approach aligns with the Curriculum for Wales, which emphasises emotional development as part of holistic learning. Another practical strategy is Video Interaction Guidance (VIG), as described by Kennedy, Landor, and Todd (2018). VIG helps caregivers reflect on positive interactions with children, building their confidence and improving sensitivity. This method strengthens relationships and enhances the emotional climate in both home and nursery environments. 
From a trauma-informed perspective, the work of SAMHSA (2020) provides guiding principles for creating safe and predictable environments in early years settings. This includes establishing consistent routines, recognising emotional triggers, and training staff to respond to behaviours with empathy rather than punishment. In Wales, many early years settings are increasingly adopting trauma-informed frameworks, supported by organisations like the ACE Support Hub Wales. This organisation offers training for practitioners on the impact of Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) and provides strategies for building resilience (ACE Support Hub, 2021).
A real-world example can be found in a Flying Start nursery in Swansea, which implemented the Solihull Approach as a model for all staff. This approach combines psychodynamic, behavioural, and attachment theories to help staff understand that behaviour is a form of communication. It promotes reflective and relationship-focused practices (Solihull Approach, 2017). Staff members reported feeling more confident in supporting children’s emotional needs, while parents noticed stronger emotional bonds and fewer behavioural challenges at home (Johnson and Hearn, 2021). This success highlights the importance of applying theory in a structured yet flexible manner, benefiting both children and caregivers.
Despite a growing consensus among experts, tensions persist in the field. Some researchers emphasise the significance of neuroscience and early diagnosis (Centre on the Developing Child, 2016), while others warn against labelling normal developmental variations as disorders (Thomas, 2021). In Wales, although policies strongly advocate for promoting well-being in early childhood (Welsh Government, 2021), the implementation of these policies can vary due to challenges related to funding and the workforce. Practitioners often express a need for additional training and time to effectively address children's emotional needs, which underscores the importance of systemic support alongside the development of individual skills (Jones and Morris, 2020).
In conclusion, mental health during the early years is a complex issue that involves psychological theory, neuroscience, public health, and social policy. The contributions of theorists such as Maslow, Ainsworth, and Bronfenbrenner provide essential frameworks for understanding how children's emotional needs are developed and addressed. Research indicates that early relationships and environments establish the neurological and emotional foundation for lifelong well-being. In Wales, an increasing number of policies and organisations are working to integrate mental health into early years services, although challenges persist in practice. Supporting early mental health is not just an ethical obligation; it is an investment in healthier and more resilient futures for everyone. 
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