
What is it?
Relationships are the foundation for setting children up for healthy growth
and development. These foundational relationships formed at birth with their
caregivers throughout their first years of life provide the stability and
supports necessary for a lifetime of health and wellness. The ‘serve and return’
between a very young child and their caregiver supports both the child and
the adult in building trusting and responsive relationships – the foundation to
all growth and development. 

 

 

Why does it matter? 
Positive, supportive, consistent, stable, secure, and safe relationships in the first
three years of life provide the structure for developing trust in others. To build
capacities to function in life, foundational relationships are essential and core.
Typically, infants and young children have access to primary and secondary
caregivers, which may include parents, extended family members, early care and
education providers, coaches, etc. When children have access to positive and
responsive relationships this helps them build their own foundational
relationships later in life, stronger social-emotional skills, and resiliency. In
addition, foundational relationships are the foundation to academic, economic,
and health outcomes that last a lifetime. 

 

Early Relational Health: 
What is it? Why does it matter? How can we improve it? 
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cognitive: builds neural connections 
social: models 'serve and return' to build responsive relationships
emotional: adults help children identify, label, and express emotions
physical: attachment and bonding are necessary for children to thrive
behavioral: provides opportunities for self-regulation with adult support

Foundational relationships have a positive effect on development in all domains: 

Foundational relationships provide essential life skills: a buffer to adversity and trauma, which
allows the child to manage and regulate their emotions and problem solve.

How can we improve foundational relationships?

Educate on adult resilience and well-
being

Educate on attachment and bonding

Ensure paid family leave

Advocate for lower caregiver/child ratios

Provide flexible work schedules

Address sources of stress which impede
positive and responsive relationships: 

poverty
racism
illness
trauma
violence

Policies and Practices Across Sectors

Practice 'serve and return' (responding to
communication and interaction attempts
with children - keep it going)

Hold space for strong emotions

Engage in self-care 

Be present - be in the moment with that
child

Play with the child

Identify and label emotions (yours and theirs)

Be consistent & predictable

Have clear behavioral expectations

What Parents and Caregivers Can Do
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