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Let's Take a Poll :
Q1: What is your Primary 

Professional Role?



Today’s Agenda: IECMH Policy 101

• What is IECMH?

• Why is IECMH important?

• How is IECMH developed

• Prevalence and the importance of addressing problems early

• The cost of early adversity and the benefits of IECMH investment

• What can policymakers do to advance IECMH?

• Centering racial equity in policy and systems building

• Themes of IECMH policymaking

• ZTT’s Federal Perinatal and IECMH Policy Agenda for the coming year

• Ready for action?

• Webinars to come

• Resources to check out for more on IECMH policy
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What is IECMH?
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The developing capacity of a child 
from birth to age five to:

• Experience, express and regulate
emotions;

• Form close, secure interpersonal 
relationships; and

• Explore their environment and 
learn;

All in the context of family,  
community, and culture1
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Continuum of IECMH                                          
Supports & Services

Promotion Prevention Treatment

Increasing intensity and specialization of services and supports

Developmentally 
Appropriate 

Assessment and 
Diagnosis
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Why is IECMH Important?

• It is the foundation for all future development

• ALL experiences make an impact

• Infants and young children can and do experience mental health problems
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How is IECMH Developed?

• All early experiences shape the developing 
brain and can have lifelong impacts

• Brain development is dependent on 
relationships

• The brain forms more than a million neural 
connections each second in the first years of 
life2

• Baby's mental health is dependent on the 
mental health and well-being of their 
primary caregiver(s)
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Prevalence and the Importance of Addressing 
Problems Early

• Young children experience 
mental health issues at roughly 
the same rates as older 
children, ranging from 10-
16%3,4,5

• Young children in child care are 
expelled at a rate 13 times 
higher than all K-12 expulsions 
combined.6

• Black preschoolers are 
more than 2 times as likely 
to be expelled than their 
white peers6
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Intervening Early can Redirect the 
Trajectory!

• Young children, including infants, can and do show early warning signs of mental 
health disorders

• Serious mental health problems can manifest without intervention 

• Early identification and treatment can redirect the trajectory from "at risk" to the 
path for well-being and success
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The Cost of Early Adversity

• The Institute of 
Medicine                
estimates that the 
ensuing indirect and 
direct costs of ACEs 
total $247 billion 
annually7, 
impacting federal 
and state spending 
on health care, 
education, child 
welfare, criminal 
justice, child 
welfare, and 
economic 
productivity.8



The Benefits of IECMH Investment

• Parent-Child Interaction Therapy (PCIT) showed a return of investment of $3.64 per 
dollar9

• In families at risk of child maltreatment: reduced child maltreatment potential and 
lower rates of future referrals to child welfare systems10

• Child Parent Psychotherapy (CPP) has shown significant cost-associated impacts 
including:

Healthcare:
• In children, improvements in child cortisol patterns, PTSD symptoms, comorbid 

conditions11-19

• In caregivers, decline in maternal psychiatric symptoms11-19

Education:
• Improvements in behavior problems, aggression, and cognitive performance11-19

Child Welfare: 
• In families involved with the child welfare system: reduced recidivism rates, 

reduced placement in foster care20, and fewer placement changes for preschoolers 
already in foster care21 



What Can Policy Makers Do to 
Advance IECMH?



Centering Equity:
Questions to consider in every 
recommendation, policy, or practice

Diversity-informed practice is a dynamic system of beliefs and values                                             
that strives for the highest levels of diversity, inclusion and equity.  
Diversity-informed practice recognizes the historic and contemporary systems of 
oppression that shape interactions between individuals, organizations and systems of 
care. Diversity-informed practice seeks the highest possible standard of equity, 
inclusivity and justice in all spheres of practice: teaching and training, research and 
writing, public policy and advocacy and direct service.22

Rooting in the Tenets:
• How is privilege and power shaping this?
• What assumptions are being made?
• Who is benefitting from this?  Who is being further marginalized? 
• What can we do to ensure that all families have access, equity, and justice?

Diversity-Informed Tenets for Work with Infants, Children, and Families 



Centering Racial Equity:
Questions to consider in every 
recommendation, policy, or practice

Source: EPIC23

Who is included (or benefits) from this policy and who is excluded (or is 
harmed, intentionally or unintentionally) in this policy? And how? 

What role is race playing in this policy? 

Who benefits and who is harmed in this policy? 

How is race connected to power in this policy? 

How does this policy connect to the patterns of racism (historically 
and currently)?

How can this policy challenge or disrupt this pattern?



5 Key Themes of IECMH Policy and 
Systems Building
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5 Key Themes of IECMH Policy and 
Systems Building

1. Raise public awareness of IECMH

2. Establish cross-agency and stakeholder 
IECMH leadership

3. Develop IECMH professional capacity and 
competence for all who touch the lives of 
infants, young children, and their families. 

4. Invest in promotion and prevention through 
relationship-based strategies embedded in 
early childhood settings

5. Ensure adequate funding from an array of 
sources for high-quality services
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A Look at ZTT’s Perinatal and IECMH 
Federal Policy Agenda 

• Increase the size, diversity, and quality of the clinical workforce 

• Establish the IECMH Clinical Leadership Program

• Loan repayment for mental health professionals 

• Expand data and research capacity 

• Increase national data collection

• Fund the National Institute of Mental Health to support research

• Expand systems-building capacity and increase multigenerational access 
to high-quality services 

• Extend Medicaid coverage to 12 months postpartum and to all children 
birth to age 3

• Fund CDC Learn the Signs, Act Early Program’s expansion

• Pursue CMS action on IECMH service delivery including preventive 
behavioral health

• Increase funding for grant programs that support perinatal and IECMH
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Ready for Action?

• Determine who in your state has an interest in IECMH?
• Association for Infant Mental Health?
• State director/coordinator of IECMH?  For perinatal mental health?
• Advocacy organizations?
• University-based centers or training programs? 
• State government council, advisory group, working group?

• Build relationships with leaders in Medicaid, Mental/Behavioral Health, 
Title V, and other invested divisions.

• Ask questions about what exists for young children in your state.  Ask how 
resources are used to support infants and toddlers with mental health 
needs.  Learn more about your federal funding streams, including: 
• CCDF
• MHBG
• Title V
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Do Policies in Your State Effectively 
Support IECMH?

Expanding IECMH Supports and Services: A Planning 
Tool for States and Communities can help you:

• Inform and organize cross-system planning efforts

• Inventory existing resources, policies and programs

• Identify gaps and missing linkages

• Align policy with best practice

Explores 6 areas:

• Effective messaging that builds public will

• Comprehensive system-wide planning and 
infrastructure

• Strong workforce capacity and professional 
development

• Embedding IECMH across child-serving systems

• Access to a robust continuum of supports and services

• Properly financed system
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IECMH Resources 

• How to Talk About IECMH Infographic 

• State of Babies Yearbook 

• Diversity-Informed Tenets for Work with Infants, Children, and Families

• EPIC – Empowered Parents in Community

• GARE: The Local and Regional Government Alliance on Race and Equity

• The Racial Equity Institute 

• We Are: Working to Extend Anti-Racist Education 

• Exploring State Strategies for Financing Infant and Early Childhood Mental Health Assessment, 
Diagnosis, and Treatment

• Infant and Early Childhood Mental Health Policy Series

• Expanding Infant and Early Childhood Mental Health Supports and Services:  A Planning Tool for 
States and Communities 

• Planting Seeds in Fertile Ground: Actions Every Policymaker Should Take to Advance Infant and Early 
Childhood Mental Health

• Building Back Better: ZTT’s Transition Plan

• Join Think Babies!
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https://www.zerotothree.org/resources/2674-how-to-talk-about-infant-and-early-childhood-mental-health
https://stateofbabies.org/
https://diversityinformedtenets.org/
https://www.epic-nc.org/
https://racialequityalliance.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/GARE-Racial_Equity_Toolkit.pdf
https://www.racialequityinstitute.com/
https://www.weare-nc.org/
https://www.zerotothree.org/resources/2574-exploring-state-strategies-for-financing-infant-and-early-childhood-mental-health-assessment-diagnosis-and-treatment
https://www.zerotothree.org/resources/series/infant-and-early-childhood-mental-health-iecmh-policy-series
https://www.zerotothree.org/resources/1700-expanding-infant-and-early-childhood-mental-health-supports-and-services-a-planning-tool-for-states-and-communities
https://www.zerotothree.org/resources/1221-planting-seeds-in-fertile-ground-steps-every-policymaker-should-take-to-advance-infant-and-early-childhood-mental-health
https://www.zerotothree.org/resources/3728-building-back-better
https://www.zerotothree.org/policy-network


Let’s Take A Poll
Q2: What new resources 

from ZERO TO THREE and our 
partners would be most useful 

to you?
(Limit 3)



Webinars To Come:

Session 2: February 4 - State Stories of IECMH Policy 
Innovation

• Raising Public Awareness of IECMH
• Establish Cross-Agency and Stakeholder IECMH 

Leadership
• Develop IECMH Professional Capacity and 

Competence for All Who Touch the Lives of 
Infants, Young Children, and Their Families

Session 3: March 25 – State Stories of IECMH Policy 
Innovation 

• Invest in Promotion and Prevention Through 
MH 

• Ensure an Array of Funding including Medicaid 
for IECMH Services

Session 4: Mid-April – IECMH Advocacy

Session 5: Mid-May - Opportunity for Questions and 
Reflective Dialogue
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Many THANKS!!!



Therese Ahlers – Senior Technical Assistance Specialist
tahlers@zerotothree.org

Paola Andujar – Program Associate
pandujar@zerotothree.org

Julie Cohen – Associate Director of the Policy Center
jcohen@zerotothree.org

Dr. Lee Johnson III – Senior Policy Analyst, IECMH
ljohnson@zerotothree.org

Meghan Schmelzer- Senior Policy Analyst, IECMH
mschmelzer@zerotothree.org

Lindsay Usry - Director of IECMH Strategy
lusry@zerotothree.org

ZERO TO THREE's Infant and Early Childhood Mental Health Policy Team
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