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8 things to Remember about Child Development and Trauma

1. Even Infants and Young Children are Affected Adversely when Significant Stresses Threaten Their
Family and Caregiving Environments

Adverse fetal and early childhood experiences can lead to physical and chemical disruptions in the brain
that can last a lifetime. The biological changes associated with these experiences can affect multiple
organ systems and increase the risk not only for impairments in future learning capacity and behavior,
but also for poor physical and mental health outcomes.

2. Development is a Highly Interactive Process, and Life Outcomes are Not Determined Solely by
Genes

The environment in which one develops before and soon after birth provides powerful experiences that
chemically modify certain genes in ways that then define how much and when they are expressed. Thus,
while genetic factors exert potent influences on human development, environmental factors can alter
family inheritance. For example, children are born with the capacity to learn to control impulses, focus
attention, and retain information in memory, but their experiences as early as the first year of life lay a
foundation for how well these and other executive function skills develop.

3. While Attachments to Their Parents Are Primary, Young Children Can Also Benefit Significantly
from Relationships with Other Responsive Caregivers Both Within and Outside the Family

Close relationships with other nurturing and reliably available adults do not interfere with the strength
of a young child’s primary relationship with his or her parents. In fact, multiple caregivers can promote
young children’s social and emotional development. That said, frequent disruptions in care and high
staff turnover and poor- quality interactions in early childhood program settings can undermine
children’s ability to establish secure expectations about whether and how their needs will be met.

4. A Great Deal of Brain Architecture is Shaped During the First Three Years After Birth and Largely
Within the First Seven Years; However, Brain Development Continues Greatly Until Early
Adulthood

Far from it! Basic aspects of brain function, such as the ability to see and hear effectively, do depend
critically on very early experiences as do some aspects of emotional development. And, while the
regions of the brain dedicated to higher-order functions— which involve most social, emotional, and
cognitive capacities, including multiple aspects of executive functioning—are also affected powerfully by
early influences, they continue to develop well into adolescence and early adulthood. So, although the
basic principle that “earlier is better than later” generally applies, the window of opportunity for most



domains of development remains open far beyond age 3, and we remain capable of learning ways to
“work around” earlier impacts well into the adult years.

5. Severe Neglect Appears to Be At Least As Great A Threat to Health and Development as Physical
Abuse—Possibly Even Greater

When compared with children who have been victimized by overt physical maltreatment, young
children who experienced prolonged periods of neglect exhibit more serious cognitive impairments,
attention problems, language deficits, academic difficulties, withdrawn behavior, and problems with
peer interaction as they get older. This suggests that sustained disruption of serve and return
interactions in early relationships may be more damaging to the developing architecture of the brain
than physical trauma.

6. Young Children Who Have Been Exposed to Adversity or Violence Do Not Invariably Develop Stress-
Related Disorders or Grow Up to Be Violent Adults

Although children who have these experiences clearly are at greater risk for adverse impacts on brain
development and later problems with aggression, they are not doomed to poor outcomes. Indeed, they
can be helped substantially if reliable and nurturing relationships with supportive caregivers are
established as soon as possible and appropriate treatments are provided as needed.

7. Simply Removing A Child from a Dangerous Environment Will Not Automatically Reverse the
Negative Impacts of That Experience

There is no doubt that children in harm’s way should be removed from dangerous situations
immediately. Similarly, children experiencing severe neglect should be provided with responsive
caregiving as soon as possible. That said, children who have been traumatized need to be in
environments that restore their sense of safety, control, and predictability, and they typically require
therapeutic, supportive care to facilitate their recovery.

8. Resilience Requires Relationships, Not Rugged Individualism. The Capacity to Adapt and Thrive
Despite Adversity Develops Through the Interaction of Supportive Relationships, Biological
Systems, And Gene Expression.

Despite the widespread yet erroneous belief that people need only draw upon some heroic strength of
character, science now tells us that it is the reliable presence of at least one supportive relationship and
multiple opportunities for developing effective coping skills that are the essential building blocks for
strengthening the capacity to do well in the face of significant adversity.

Modified from Center on the Developing Child at Harvard University (2016). From Best Practices to
Breakthrough Impacts: A Science-Based Approach to Building a More Promising Future for Young
Children and Families.



