
The past decades have seen the emergence of surprising 
and interesting new knowledge about the social-emotional 
development of infants and toddlers. Below, we summarize 
findings that help us gain new respect for, and new 
determination to support, the growth and development of 
very young children.

Emotions

Infants and toddlers express a range of emotions. By six 
weeks, infants give dazzling social smiles to familiar, loving 
caregivers who feel deeply the joy of those smiles. Babies 
by three to four months also give facial/emotional signals 
and cries of distress, disgust, fear, joy, sadness, pain, and 
anger (Chóliz, Fernández-Abasca, & Martínez-Sánchez, 2012; 
Malatesta & Haviland, 1982). 

Young children can also feel jealous. Jealously is defined 
as the threat of losing to a rival, or losing former exclusivity 
in a valued relationship (White & Mullin, 1989). When mom 
talked with another adult, 10% of five-month-olds cried; but 
50% cried when mom cuddled another baby (Draghi-Lorenz 
et al., 2001). When mom cuddled a baby doll, 13-month-olds 
showed anger and sadness as mom gave gentle cooing 
attention to a ‘stranger’ baby. They often ceased playing, 
acted resistant to mom’s suggestions, and struggled to 
re-secure mom’s exclusive attention by clinging, whining, 
and pestering her for attention (Hart, 2015). Toddler jealousy 
at the birth of a newborn sibling may cause decreased joy, 
increased tantrums, crying, deliberate naughtiness, bodily 
complaints, sleep problems, and regression: “I want a bottle, 
too!” complains a toddler, completely weaned months ago.

Separation anxiety starts anywhere between eight to ten 
months and often peaks between 15 and 18 months. If 
mothers told their toddlers when they would be back 
after leaving them in care, then less separation protest 
occurred than when mom left them without any explanation 
(Weinraub & Lewis, 1977).

What Teachers Can Do:

■■ Caregivers are on the front line to model gentleness, 
cherishing, and soothing so infants and toddlers learn 
that their feelings — even angry feelings — are truly 
understood. 

■■ Offer to hold both babies if one baby acts jealous of your 
holding another.

■■ When infants and toddlers are upset, provide a calm 
environment and loving, comforting hugs.

■■ Give words for feelings. Use and encourage emotion talk: 
‘mad’ and ‘sad’ are easy toddler words!

■■ Cheerfully accept a bit of regression: toddlers can have a 
small bottle with water when feeling jealous at birth of a 
new baby.

Attachment

Attachment, according to British psychiatrist Dr. John 
Bowlby, is a bond formed with another specific person that 
binds them together in space and endures over time. During 
the first year, infants learn to trust or not trust their primary 
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caregivers. Mutually enjoyable verbal and physical loving 
exchanges between a caregiver and baby create emotional 
connections that meet the basic needs of the infant. Each 
attachment of baby is to a few special persons — caregivers 
who are attuned to baby’s signals of distress, sensitive to 
baby tempos, and promptly and effectively meet a baby’s 
needs — for nursing, attentiveness, diapering, cuddling, or 
soothing. By one year, an infant stays near his attachment 
person and also ventures out to explore the world. When 
scared or hurt, baby may gallop back and throw himself onto 
his special attachment person.

Children Who Feel Secure

Babies at about a year are assessed by the 20-minute 
Ainsworth Strange Situation Procedure (SSP), during which 
reunion responses after brief separation from mom are 
recorded and identified. Securely attached (‘B’ babies) greet 
mom with smiles and accept loving hugs upon reunion. They 
feel loved and act more socially competent with peers 
(Gauthier, 2003). Secure babies are better able to regulate 
emotions; show more positive and fewer negative emotions; 
cope through problem-solving (Abraham & Kerns, 2013), and 
experience higher levels of self-worth (Booth-Laforce et al., 
2006).

Children with Insecure Patterns 

During the SSP, some insecure infants show hesitant/
ambivalent responses (‘C’ babies). They may run for a 
hug and then push mom away and struggle to get down. 
They have experienced discordant maternal responses — 
sometimes attentive and sometimes negligent or insensitive. 
Insecure attachments were predicted at 12 months, when 
babies had been observed in interactions with mother at 
four months: their mothers had not used affectionate looks, 
touches, and vocalizations (Beebe et al., 2010; 2012). 

Babies who are identified as avoidantly attached (‘A’ babies) 
act indifferent to mom and do not seek contact at reunions 
during the SSP. Although often demanding at home, they 
may not protest at separation even during the first day 
left in group care. Their moms, observed as often cold and 
intrusive into baby’s play, do not seem to enjoy snuggling 
or close physical contact. Although these children come 
across as ‘cool,’ their heart rate, stress hormone levels, and 
attentional capacity suggest they are definitely distressed by 
the separation (Fraley, 2013). 

Babies identified as disoriented/disorganized (‘D’ 
babies) during SSP reunions may run toward mom but then 

stop, as if bewildered and sometimes show mixtures of ‘A’ 
and ‘C’ behaviors. 

Insecurity with both parents has a robust effect: ‘Double-
insecure’ children reported more overall problems, and were 
rated by teachers as having more externalizing problems 
than those secure with at least one parent (Kochanska, & 
Kim, 2013).

Long-term Predictors of Early Attachment

Infants and toddlers who are securely attached show:

■■ greater involvement and success in peer interactions 
(Hedenbro & Rydelius, 2014; Kerns & Brumariu, 2014). 

■■ less peer conflict in first grade (Raikes, Virmani, Thompson, 
& Hatton, 2013). 

■■ four times as much compliance with mom’s requests 
compared with insecure toddlers (Kok, van IJzendoorn, 
Linting, Bakermans-Kranenburg, Tharner, Luijk, & Tiemeier, 
2013).

■■ fewer anxious, internalizing and externalizing 
behaviors (Groh, Roisman, van IJzendoorn, Bakermans-
Kranenburg, & Fearon, 2012).

■■ lower levels of anxiety when they are teenagers (Brumariu, 
& Kerns, 2013).

Infants and toddlers who are insecurely attached: 

■■ expect more hostile responses from peers than do 
children who are securely attached (Mcquaid et al., 2009). 

■■ when in preschool, former ‘A ’babies behaved as bullies 
while playing with former ‘C’ babies (Sroufe & Fleeson, 
1986).

■■ disorganized insecure toddlers observed at 36 months 
were most likely to show significant unresolved attachent 
with respect to loss and trauma years later (Groh et al., 
2014).

Infants and Toddlers Need Secure Relationships 
with Teachers 

Infants and toddlers can be securely attached to more than 
one person. Secure attachments to both family members 
AND teachers provide children with emotional support, 
build children’s sense of self-worth, and help them value 
relationships (Honig, 2002). Infants and toddlers develop 
secure attachments with family members and teachers 
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over time when they experience responsive, affectionate, 
emotionally available interactions (Wittmer & Petersen, 2013). 
When infants and toddlers feel secure with their teachers in a 
program, they are more socially competent (Howes, Phillips, 
& Whitebook, 1992); have better language development; can 
regulate their emotions; and participate more in problem-
solving activities (Howes & Smith, 1995).

What Teachers Can Do:

■■ Warmly greet each child personally every day. 

■■ Demonstrate affection and positive regard for each child.

■■ Watch carefully for babies who never fuss at all on 
entering child care. They may need extra reassurance — 
with warm voice tones and loving cuddles.

■■ Respond contingently with appropriate soothing to 
distressed children’s needs.

■■ Provide primary care for a small group of infants whose 
feeding, toileting, and sleep patterns you know intimately. 

■■ When possible, implement care continuity, where a 
teacher stays with the group during the first three years.

■■ Support children in safe explorations and in difficult tasks 
(Bernier et al., 2014). 

■■ Be available for ‘emotional refueling’ (Kaplan, 1998) (for 
example, after a boisterous peer knocks down a toddler’s 
newly built tower).

■■ Home visitors support parents’ needs for nurturing. They 
also note when residues of past parental traumas may 
require professional mental health specialists.

Temperament

Does temperament style affect infant development? 
Temperament traits cluster into three major patterns: easy 
going/flexible; fearful/shy/withdrawn; triggery, impulsive/
intense/feisty. Temperament is partly genetic. Babies who 
were most active at four days of age were also more active 
eight years later (Korner et al., 1985). That said, adults still 
can positively affect children’s temperament with their 
supportive interactions.

However, differential susceptibility has been the focus of 
recent studies. That is, infants with a difficult temperament 
have been noted as more sensitive to the quality of caregiving. 
A longitudinal study of over 6,000 children for 18 years 
revealed that those with a more difficult infant temperament 
(compared with easy infants) were more vulnerable to 

negative parenting. But, they also thrived more with positive 
parenting (Slagt et al., 2016).

Stress is more distressing for highly sensitive infants, 
especially in non-high-quality child care. Cortisol levels 
(stress measures) increased from morning to afternoon 
in infants and toddlers in child care (but not home care,) 
particularly for those timorous toddlers not as involved in 
successful peer play (Watamura, Donzella, Alwin, & Gunnar, 
2003). Intrusive, over-controlling care was associated with 
cortisol rise: girls were more anxious and vigilant; boys 
showed increased angry, aggressive behaviors.

Infants with difficult, irritable temperaments often challenge 
caregivers. Responsive caregivers make a strong difference. 
When parents were sensitive to infant distress cues in caring 
ways, and supportive of enjoyable interaction (observed at 
15 months), then highly negative, angry seven-month-olds 
were noted as more self-regulated at 25 months compared 
with irritable babies of less responsive parents (Kim & 
Kochanska, 2012). Infants with irritable temperaments 
were less anxious or depressed at ages two and three and 
exhibited fewer behavior problems when mothers were 
sensitive (Warren & Simmens, 2005), showed positive effect 
and were less intrusive (NICHD Early Child Care Research 
Network, 2004).

In Holland, home visitors taught half of a group of 100 
mothers of low-income of highly irritable infants how to 
watch for and respond effectively and appropriately to 
infant distress cues and how to soothe babies by swaddling, 
using low soothing tones, and other helpful techniques. At 
one year, two-thirds of these infants were securely attached 
compared with less than one-third of the irritable babies 
whose moms were not given extra help (Van den Boom, 
1994). Temperament is not destiny!

What Teachers Can Do:

■■ Become a good detective. Tune in to temperament styles 
and how you can best help each infant feel comfortable 
and get calm if upset. 

■■ Enlist home visitors to support moms with highly irritable 
infants. Goodness of fit between baby and caregiver can 
best assist in times of temperament troubles.

Social Interactions

Social Referencing

Babies use caregivers for social referencing quite early. By 
three months of age, infants respond to an adult’s expression 
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of fear (Hoehl & Striano, 2010). Baby references a trusted 
caregiver’s face before venturing toward an unknown object. 
By social referencing, baby learns to interpret a feeling as 
mildly upset to be managed or baby learns (if adults respond 
with exaggerated negatives) to feel scared even if the upset 
was just a brief and mild tumble (Hennighausen & Lyons-
Ruth, 2005).

Babies are alert to others’ focus of attention. From 12 to 
14 months of age if an adult looks at a location behind the 
infant’s body, babies show that they realize that the adult 
is seeing something that the baby is not seeing (Moll & 
Tomasello, 2004). Some 12- and 18-month-old infants saw 
an experimenter handling two novel toys in turn, and then 
leave the room. Another person then played with a third toy. 
When the first person returned and exclaimed, “Look at that 
one! Can you give it to me?”, then babies knew to give the 
third toy to the adult! They realized she must be referring 
to the new toy she had not seen before she left the room 
(Tomasello & Haberi, 2003).

Aggression 

Aggression differs markedly, so infants are more likely to 
tug on a peer’s toy than to strike a peer. Parents of one-year-
olds rated their babies’ aggressiveness. Next, families and 
toddlers gathered for a pretend birthday party with age-
appropriate toys. Risk factors linked to both male and female 
toddler aggressive actions were: spousal and family violence, 
maternal smoking, stress, anxiety or depression during 
pregnancy, and maternal history of conduct problems (Hay 
et al., 2011).

Critical parenting affects child aggression. If moms had been 
highly critical with them, then insecurely attached infants 
showed higher aggression in first grade, compared with 
children who had had secure attachments in infancy (Cyr, 
Pasalich, McMahon, & Spieker, 2014). The NICHD Study of 
more than 1,000 dyads also found that secure attachment for 
15-month-old infants protected them so they did not 
show more aggression in grade 1; but insecurely attached 
babies in first grade had greater behavior problems. Secure 
attachment buffers children as they grow, and moderates the 
link between early parenting and later child aggression.

What Teachers Can Do:

■■ Be aware of stresses that cause child outbursts — such 
as violent fights in the home, divorce, custody battles, or 
frequent transfers of tots bounced from one household 
to another. Your insights and compassion are urgently 
required. 

■■ Aggressive toddlers may be imitating adults who 
model angry outbursts. Your calm support helps 
children regulate negative emotions.

Prosocial Development 

Infants have a built-in ability for empathy for sadness 
(Wittmer, 2009). When 15- and 18-month-old babies (n=92) 
saw an experimenter wince with pain, pretending to have 
hurt her finger, they looked sad (Chiarella et al., 2013). 
Older infants only showed empathy when the adult’s facial 
emotion matched the event.

Experimenters presented six- and ten-month-old infants 
with toy wood climbers who made repeated attempts to 
climb a hill. On the third attempt, one of two new characters 
either hindered or gave help by pushing the climber up 
from behind. Encouraged to choose between the two new 
characters by reaching for one of them, babies significantly 
more often chose the helping character (Hamlin, Wynn, & 
Bloom, 2007)!

What Teachers Can Do:

■■ Notice and specifically admire peer prosocial actions.

■■ Read picture books emphasizing empathy, kindness, 
cooperation, and helping.

■■ Realize that infants and toddlers are sensitive to whether 
you and others are helpful and kind.

Caregiver Relationships with Parents

How caregivers and parents get along impacts babies’ 
emotional well-being. Babies have better social-emotional 
interactions with caregivers and peers when there are 
cordial, easy, and positive relations between staff and 
parents (Elicker, Fortner-Wood, & Noppe, 1999). Open 
communication, mutual respect, support and trust create 
an interpersonal context for optimal child care. The Care 
Quality Checklist (Honig, 2014) can help parents, directors, 
and teachers recognize the most important aspects of these 
relationships that help a young child thrive. 

 Some babies are like dandelions: they will sturdily survive 
even somewhat stressful/difficult family situations. Others 
are more like orchids; they wilt when caregiving is severe/
cold or ignores distress cues. Caregivers who provide 
sufficient patient attentive attunement, genuine pleasure 
and love, help stressed babies flower and flourish. You are 
at the forefront of providing harmonious care to enhance 
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infant/toddler development. May you flourish long in your 
precious work.
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