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Objectives 

• Understand Early Relational Health (ERH)
• Identify Barriers and Strategies For Father Engagement 
• Apply ERH Principles in WIC Practices 
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A baby’s future 
starts now.

Nurture Connection



Key Elements for Child Development

o Early experiences in life build “brain architecture”
o Genes and environments together interact to shape the 

architecture of the brain
o Cognitive, emotional and social capacities are inextricably 

intertwined
o “Toxic stress” and adverse experiences derail healthy child 

development
o Brain plasticity and the ability to change behavior decrease 

over time
o Children develop in an environment of relationships

National Scientific Council on the Developing Child, 2015 7



THE POWER OF HUMAN
CONNECTIONS:

     ”Its all about the  
relationships”
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Parent Loneliness

Nurture Connection

“We found that 46 % of Gen Z 
parents of young children said 
they are lonely, which is about 
12 % more than older parents.”

Capita 2022 
Survey in 
North Carolina

The Ties That Bind and Nurture

https://www.capita.org/capita-ideas/2022/7/25/new-report-the-ties-that-bind-and-nurture


Population Health 
• Flourishing: National Survey of Children’s Health (NSCH) 

reports only 30% of children meet all four criterial of 
flourishing. Nearly one quarter of children are not flourishing 
1

• Mental Health: One in six U.S. children aged 2-8 years (17.4%) 
have a diagnosed mental, behavioral or developmental 
disorder. 2 
• School readiness: In 2022, only 63.6% of 3- to 5-year-old 

children were ‘On Track’ in 4-5 domains without needing 
support in any domain.  (NSCH, Healthy and Ready to Learn)

1 Bethell CD, Gombojav N, Whitaker RC. Family Resilience And Connection Promote Flourishing Among US Children, Even Amid Adversity. Health Affairs. 2019/05/01 
2019;38(5):729-737. doi:10.1377/hlthaff.2018.05425 
2 The U.S. Surgeon General's Advisory on the Healing Effects of Social Connection and Community. Our Epidemic of Loneliness and Isolation 
(2023). Retrieved from: https://www.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/surgeon-general-social-connection-advisory.pdf 
3 National Survey of Children’s Health: School Readiness, 2022. Data Brief (2023). Available at: 
https://mchb.hrsa.gov/sites/default/files/mchb/data-research/2023-nsch-hrtl-brief-oct-2023.pdf

https://www.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/surgeon-general-social-connection-advisory.pdf
https://mchb.hrsa.gov/sites/default/files/mchb/data-research/2023-nsch-hrtl-brief-oct-2023.pdf


Early Relational Health: 
Definition
And, by definition, ERH is the state of 
emotional well-being that grows from the 
positive emotional connection between 
babies and toddlers and their 
parent/caregivers supported by strong, 
positive and nurturing experiences.   

And ERH shapes the well-being of both the child 
and the caregiver, the two-way nature of 
relationships.

Nurture Connection



Nurture Connection. Sotheara Yem. (May 13. 2018). More than I deserve. YouTube. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Uyw9F7FrQkA



Relational Observations

Relational Health Milestones

● Shared interest in each other

● Engagement w/ each other

● Shared emotions between them

● Shared initiation to create interactions w/ each other 

● Imitation of each other

● Use of symbols/gestures to communicate to each other

● Communicate ideas non-verbally

Kentucky Avenue. (June 5, 2019). Father & Son conversation! 

😂😂❤

  Youtube. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KI0dOuZ8fZk 13
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Bio-behavioral synchrony and dyadic 
neurodevelopment

Feldman, Ruth., The Neurobiology of Human Attachments, 
Trends in Cognitive Science, Feb 2017. 



2021 AAP Policy Statement
Preventing Childhood Toxic Stress: Partnering with 

Families and Communities to Promote Relational Health

“By focusing on the safe, stable, and nurturing 
relationships (SSNRs) that buffer adversity and 
build resilience, pediatric care is on the cusp of 
a paradigm shift that could reprioritize clinical 
activities rewrite research agendas and realign 
our collective advocacy.”

Garner et al, Pediatrics 148 (2) Aug 2021. 



Bundle for Advanced, Team-based, High Performing 
Medical Homes for Young Children

Kay Johnson. Child Health Transformation Bundle. Webinar: ECDHS Center. February 2024.

Adapted from: Johnson K, Bruner C. A Sourcebook on Medicaid’s Role in Early Childhood: Advancing high performing medical homes and improving lifelong health. Child and 
Family Policy Center. 2018. https://www.inckmarks.org/docs/pdfs_for_Medicaid_and_EPSDT_page/SourcebookMEDICAIDYOUNGCHILDRENALL.pdf
Willis DW, Paradis N, Johnson K. The paradigm shift to early relational health: A network movement. Zero to Three. 2022;42(4):22-30. 



Draft

6 month Reach and Read Visit

17
Reach Out and Read. (January 19, 2023.) Cody 30s Clip for Emotional Connection Training. Youtube. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VFllcbPsNag 
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Comprehensive Early Childhood Systems
BUILDING A RELATIONAL HEALTH ECOSYSTEM



Relational care coordinators
Family development specialists
Family service workers
Community health workers
Home visitors
Family coaches
Promotores
Doulas
Family navigators
WIC Family Specialists

19

The Relational Health Workforce
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Steering 
Intersectional 
Professional

“We need your expertise 
in our efforts for you to
have Positional Power”

System Goal: Intersectional 

Professionals have “dual 

expertise” and drive planning, 

decision making, 

implementation, evaluation.

Intersectional Professionals
Experience: Hired in 

Leadership Roles with 

Responsibilities, Authority and 

Lead or Co-lead change.

Intersectional Professionals 
Gain Opportunity: To 

combine lived experience, 

expertise, professional skills, 

and motivation to change  

systems.

Key Equity Driver: Do 

Intersectional Professionals 

Lead or Co-Lead as a paid 

professional?

System Goal: Parents are 

provided information, 

resources, volunteer 

opportunities.

Parents Experience:
Access to Newsletters, 

Brochures, Events/Fairs, Social 

Media, Presentations, Videos,

Volunteering.

Parents Gain Opportunity: 
To learn resources, 

increase knowledge, and 

provide support to other 

families.

Key Equity Driver: Do 

parents find it Accessible 
and Economic Barriers are 

Removed?

Participation
Parent with Child(ren) 

“We will keep you 
informed, and you can 

become involved”

Involvement 
Parent with Lived 

Experience
“We learn from your 

thinking”

System Goal: Parent input 

supports decision-making.

Parents Experience: 
Involvement in Surveys, Focus 

Groups, Interviews.

Parents Gain Opportunity: 
To share experiences and 

insights for change.

Key Equity Driver: Do 

parents feel Safe to share 

honest feedback?

Engagement 
Parent Leader 

“You are 
teaching us, and 
we are thinking

differently”

System Goal: Parents identify 

strengths and challenges and 

are integrated into the 

process.

Parents Experience: 
Membership on Authentic, Co-

empowered, Steering 

Committees and Advisory 

Boards.

Parents Gain Opportunity: 
To share lived experiences 

with programs and meet 

family goals.

Key Equity Driver: Do parents 

understand the Purpose of the 

group and why their Voice is 

Important?

Partnership 
Parent Consultant 
“Your expertise is 
critical to how we 
address this issue”

System Goal: Parents are 

Co-Designers and help to 

plan, make decisions, 

implement, evaluate.

Parents Experience: 
Knowledge in Presentation

Delivery, Agenda Design, 

Meeting Facilitation, 

Transparent Communications.

Parents Gain Opportunity: 
To develop skills, knowledge, 

and trusted relationships.

Key Equity Driver: Do 

parents Trust it is safe to 

Disrupt the power flow?

Building Equity Driven Parent Collaboration

20



1. Authentic family partnerships
“Radically different way of engaging families”
“Families are telling us the answers.”

2. Evidence based concepts/promising innovations
 “Meaningful  shared moments of  connection”
 “Sharing narratives, stories and reflection”
  “Sitting at the feet of the storytellers”

Nurture Connection 
       Active Ingredients that advance ERH flourishing within    

community powered transformation   



Core Principles of Early Relational Health
● Nurturing Relationships: Attentive, responsive, and reciprocal interactions build 

strong and lasting relationships, benefiting both children and caregivers in the short 
and long term.

● Incorporating Family and Culture: Family experiences and cultural wisdom are 
essential in shaping early childhood development and strengthening research and 
practice.

● Connectedness and Belonging: The well-being of parents is supported by a sense of 
connectedness, belonging, and mattering, which directly influences early relational 
health.

● Strength-Based and Inclusive Approach: Emphasizing the strengths and diversity of 
families, practices, and communities fosters a comprehensive and equitable 
environment for development.

● Collaborative and Community Efforts: Shared decision-making between families, 
professionals, and community members enhances early relational health and ensures 
all children and families can thrive.

22Nurture Connection
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Early relational health is 
foundational for health, 

mental health, 
educational readiness, 

and flourishing

Garner et al, Pediatrics 148 (2) Aug 2021
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2024 NWA Presenta/on-Fathers at the Beginning of 
Life: the Intersec/on of Family and Mens Health 
Presenta/on
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Fatherhood Panel Discussion-Video  



AUDIENCE DISCUSSION:

Applying ERH Principles in WIC Practices
• The role of WIC specialists 
• WIC Practice transformations
• Strategic messaging
• Engaging fathers 
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