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Babies and young children who are involved with 
the child welfare system often experience stress. 
Scary or traumatic events, separations from loved 
ones, big changes in their lives—all are hard for 
young children. Stressful experiences may include:

• Being separated from important people

• Suddenly moving from one caregiver or home 
 to another 

• Not knowing what happened to brothers 
 or sisters

• Seeing family members fight

• Not having enough to eat or a safe place to live

• Seeing adults under the influence of drugs 
 or alcohol 

• Medical problems and painful or scary 
 medical procedures

• Being hurt physically or emotionally

• Being sexually abused

Having a child or relative in the foster care system, 
or caring for a child who is in foster care, can also 
be very stressful. Stress also affects relationships 
between young children and their caregivers. Parents 
and caregivers need and deserve support to cope 
with stress.
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Supporting babies and young children 
involved in the child welfare system

Experiencing stress at a young age puts a child’s brain 
development and growth at risk. It can make day-to-day 
care challenging. There are things you can do to help babies 
and young children heal from past stress and cope with 
current stress.

 Recommendations for parents and caregivers

Nurture:
• Show you care by talking to, singing to, reading to and   
 playing with babies or young children. 

• Find activities that are soothing (e.g. bath time, reading   
 books, listening to music).

• Babies and young children need physical touch. Hold, hug   
 and show physical affection while following the child’s cues   
 to see what he or she likes. 

Structure:

• Create daily schedules and routines that are predictable.  

• Use calendars to show children when they will have visits   
 and calls.

Prepare and share:

• Prepare children for transitions (e.g. talking about upcoming   
 visits, attending court).

• Provide a favorite toy, blanket or other object for support   
 during transitions.

• Communicate with other caregivers during exchanges   
 (e.g. before and after visits) about a child’s feeding, sleep   
 and behavior. Communication can be verbal or in a 
 written log.

• Talk to children about their feelings and experiences. 
 Listen, acknowledge children’s feelings, and describe 
 their experiences.

Understand:

• Remember that children experience stress, and try 
 to understand what is being communicated by a 
 child’s behavior. 

• Expect behavior changes before and after transitions. 
 For example, behavior changes before or after visits 
 with parents or family members are very common.

• Remember that this is a stressful time for everyone and 
 everyone is doing the best they can.

• Support children’s participation in therapy if 
 recommended. For young children, therapy usually 
 includes the caregivers. Ask the child’s therapist how 
 you can help support the therapy at home.

Self-care and reflection:

• Take time out for yourself.

• Think about what you need and ask for help.

• Do your best to stay calm when a child is sad, angry,  
 or having difficult behaviors.

• Remember that children are always watching and   
 listening. Be a role model of good relationships and  
 positive communication.

Signs of stress

Babies and young children show reactions to stress and 
trauma through their emotions and behavior. Signs of 
stress may look different at different ages. Concerns in the 
following areas may be signs of stress: 

Regulation

• Sleep or feeding problems

• Irritability or crying

• Hard to soothe

• Overly active

Handling big feelings

• Easily startled or scared

• Anger and temper tantrums

• Refusal to cooperate

• Aggressive behavior

• Withdrawn or unusually quiet

• Repeatedly playing about or talking about scary events 

Relating to other people

• Showing less interest in other people 

• Clingy or seeking lots of attention 

• Confusion about appropriate boundaries 

Differences in development

• Loss of skills that had already been learned

• Delays in development

• Acting younger than their age


