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ABSTRACT 

Positive parent-child relationships provide the foundation for children‟s learning. With 

parents‟ sensitive, responsive, and predictable care, young children develop the skills they 

need to succeed in life. Early parent-child relationships have powerful effects on children‟s 

emotional well-being, their basic coping and problem-solving abilities, and their future 

capacity for relationships. Through these interactions, children learn skills they need to 

engage with others and to succeed in different environments. They learn how to manage 

their emotions and behaviors and establish healthy relationships with adults and peers. 

They also learn how to adjust to new situations and to resolve conflicts. When parents have 

warm, trusting, and reliable relationships with peers, family, community members, and 

service providers, they are more likely to have positive relationships with their children.   
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INTRODUCTION 

Growth-promoting relationships are based 

on the child‟s continuous give-and-take 

interaction with a human partner who 

provides what nothing else in the world 

can offer – experiences that are 

individualized to the child‟s unique 

personality style; that build on his or her 

own interests, capabilities, and initiative; 

that shape the child‟s self-awareness; and 

that stimulate the growth of his or her 

heart and mind. Young children 

experience their world as an environment 

of relationships, and these relationships 

affect virtually all aspects of their 

development – intellectual, social, 

emotional, physical, behavioral, and 

moral. The quality and stability of a 

child‟s human relationships in the early 

years lay the foundation for a wide range 

of later developmental outcomes that re-

ally matter – self-confidence and sound 

mental health, motivation to learn, 

achievement in school and later in life, 

the ability to control aggressive impulses 

and resolve conflicts in nonviolent ways, 

knowing the difference between right and 

wrong, having the capacity to develop and 

sustain casual friendships and intimate 

relationships, and ultimately to be a 

successful parent oneself. Stated simply, 

relationships are the “active ingredients” 

of the environment‟s influence on healthy 

human development. They incorporate 

the qualities that best promote 

competence and well-being – 

individualized responsiveness, mutual 

action and interaction, and an emotional 

connection to another human being, be it 

a parent, peer, grandparent, aunt, uncle, 

neighbor, teacher, coach, or any other 

person who has an important impact on 

the child‟s early development [1] [2] [3]. 

Relationships engage children in the 

human community in ways that help them 

define who they are, what they can 

become, and how and why they are 

important to other people.  

In the words of the distinguished develop-

mental psychologist Urie Bronfenbrenner, 

in order to develop normally, a child 

requires progressively more complex 

joint activity with one or more adults who 

have an irrational emotional relationship 

with the child. Somebody‟s got to be 

crazy about that kid. Nurturing and stable 

relationships with caring adults are 

essential to healthy human development 

beginning from birth. Early, secure 

attachments contribute to the growth of a 

broad range of competencies, including a 
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love of learning, a comfortable sense of 

oneself, positive social skills, multiple 

successful relationships at later ages, and 

a sophisticated understanding of 

emotions, commitment, morality, and 

other aspects of human relationships. 

Stated simply, establishing successful 

relationships with adults and other 

children provides a foundation of 

capacities that children will use for a 

lifetime [4]. 

The “serve and return” interaction 

between parent and baby – in which 

young children naturally reach out for 

interaction through babbling, facial 

expressions, and gestures and adults 

respond with the same kind of vocalizing 

and gesturing back at them – builds and 

strengthens brain architecture and creates 

a relationship in which the baby‟s 

experiences are affirmed and new abilities 

are nurtured. Children who have healthy 

relationships with their primary 

caregivers are more likely to develop 

insights into other people‟s feelings, 

needs, and thoughts, which form a 

foundation for cooperative interactions 

with others and an emerging conscience. 

Sensitive and responsive parent-child 

relationships also are associated with 

stronger cognitive skills in young children 

and enhanced social competence and 

work skills later in school, which illus-

trates the connection between 

social/emotional development and 

intellectual growth [5]. The broader 

quality of the home environment (in-

cluding toys, activities, and interactions 

within the family setting) also is strongly 

related to early cognitive and language 

development, performance on IQ testing, 

and later achievement in school. Young 

children also learn a great deal from each 

other. They learn how to share, to engage 

in reciprocal interactions (e.g., taking 

turns, giving and receiving), to take the 

needs and desires of others into account, 

and to manage their own impulses. Just 

being around other children, however, is 

not enough [6]. The development of 

friendships is essential, as children learn 

and play more competently in the rapport 

created with friends rather than when 

they are dealing with the social challenges 

of interacting with casual acquaintances 

or unfamiliar peers. 

The Influence of Parents on Child 

Development 

The ways that parents shape their 

children‟s development have been a long-

standing source of theorising by 

scientists, philosophers and parents 

themselves. Looking at a wide range of 

outcome studies, the review concludes 

that the quality of parent-child 

relationships is significantly associated 

with a number of factors. In learning 

skills and educational achievement, 

children‟s reading ability is associated 

with the reading environment around 

them and there is evidence that parental 

involvement with school is associated 

with achievement [7] [8]. 

Parental warmth, lack of conflict, and 

control and monitoring appear to play an 

important role in developing children‟s 

social skills and competence, children‟s 

own views of themselves including their 

sense of self-worth. Parental behaviours 

also influences aggressive „externalising‟ 

behaviour and delinquency a great deal. 

The more extreme the circumstances for 

parents, the worse the outcomes for 

children and likelihood of psychological 

disturbance. There could be depression, 

anxiety and other „internalising‟ problems 

including complaints where physical 

symptoms are related to emotional stress 

and social withdrawal [9]. High-risk health 

behaviours such as smoking, illicit drug 

use, alcohol use, sexually risky behaviour 

and, in some studies, obesity are also 

believed to have great parental influence. 

Additionally, in most circumstances, there 

is considerable stability in the quality of 

family relationships over time, especially 

when there is a secure bond of 

attachment between children and their 

parents. The quality of parent-child 

relationships appears to remain 

influential into adulthood for social and 

behavioural outcomes (although there 

have been relatively few long-term 

studies). Some dimensions of parent-child 

relationships appear important in 

children‟s lives irrespective of age, 

notably whether they are warm and 

supportive or marked by conflict and 

hostility. Other dimensions are thought to 
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alter in structure and function during 

children‟s development. One of the most 

important may be monitoring and control. 

Some associations between the quality of 

family relationships and children‟s well-

being appear to differ across sub-

populations and cultures – including 

those in relation to physical discipline 

[10].  

Genetic factors are also an important 

influence on individual differences in 

parent-child relationships. The links 

between the quality of parent-child 

relationships and children‟s psychological 

adjustment are mediated, in part, by 

genetic influences. Differences in child 

temperament, among other factors, 

demonstrate that a „one style fits all‟ 

approach to parenting is not optimal. 

Parenting programmes have increasingly 

come to be seen as a matter of public 

health. Improving the quality of parent-

child relationships can be expected to 

have positive effects on individual 

children, families and society as a whole 

[11] [12]. However, the wide range of 

outcomes that are linked with the quality 

of parent-child relationships needs to be 

reflected in the way that parenting 

interventions are assessed.  

Peer Relations and their Impact on 

Children’s Development 

Students of child development have 

always drawn attention to the importance 

of peers, especially in adolescence, when 

peers may facilitate each other‟s 

antisocial behaviour. It has often been 

assumed that peers are less important in 

early childhood, when relationships with 

family members are more influential [13]. 

However, recent research shows clearly 

that even infants spend time with peers, 

and that some three- and four-year-olds 

are already having trouble being accepted 

by their peers. Early problems with peers 

have negative consequences for the 

child‟s later social and emotional 

development. To understand why some 

children find it hard to relate to peers, it 

is important to study the early 

development of peer relations. 

The topic of early peer relations is 

relevant to policy-makers and service-

providers in the educational, social-

service and mental-health sectors. In 

Western society, virtually all children are 

educated in the company of their peers; 

in some countries, such as the U.K., 

statutory education begins as early as 

four years of age. Problematic peer 

relations may have adverse effects on the 

transition to school, with subsequent 

consequences for academic success [14] 

[15]. Furthermore, even younger infants 

and toddlers often spend time with peers 

through informal arrangements between 

parents or formal child-care provision. 

There is considerable interest in the 

impact of early child care on 

development, but relatively few studies 

that actually investigate the quality of 

peer relations in the child- care context 

[16]. It is especially important to study 

peer relations for children with special 

educational needs. The principle of 

“mainstreaming” children with special 

needs is based on the assumption that it 

is beneficial for such children to spend 

their days with typically developing 

peers; however, if those experiences are 

highly negative, experience with peers 

may interfere with educational goals [17]. 

There are clear links between very early 

peer relations and those that occur later 

in childhood. For example, toddlers who 

were able to engage in complex play with 

peers were more competent in dealing 

with other children in the preschool years 

and in middle childhood [18]. Peer 

acceptance in early childhood is a 

predictor of later peer relations. Children 

who were without friends in kindergarten 

were still having difficulties dealing with 

peers at the age of 10. It is not clear, 

however, whether early problems with 

peers actually cause the later problems, 

or whether both are caused by other risk 

factors at home and school and the 

behavioural tendencies and skill deficits 

that make it hard to gain acceptance by 

one‟s peers. However, the roots of peer 

rejection lie in the earliest years of 

childhood, and peer rejection is 

associated with educational 

underachievement, even when many other 

causal influences are taken into account 

[19] [20]. Put another way, having friends 

in early childhood appears to protect 

children against the development of 
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psychological problems later in 

childhood. 

The Impact of Caregiver-Child 

Interactions on the Development and 

Health of Children 

All aspects of human functioning are, at 

least in part, a product of an individual‟s 

developmental history. Nature and 

nurture, genetic endowment and 

experience interact in response to 

contemporary external conditions and 

mental and motivational states, to 

determine the survival, health and 

development of children [21]. There is an 

enormous body of literature that indicates 

that the quality of the infant-caregiver 

relationship is a major determinant of 

psychological adjustment and subsequent 

personality development [22]. As the 

determinants involved are complex and 

transactional, it is difficult to attribute 

causes of particular outcomes to highly 

specific antecedents. It is not possible 

given the dynamic feedback systems 

involved, therefore, to generate empirical 

evidence of simplistic associations 

between caregiver-child interactions and 

particular health or development 

outcomes. For example, one cannot say 

that parental divorce causes child 

psychopathology. However, probabilistic 

assertions about associations can be 

made on the strength of the theoretical 

arguments and the correlative evidence 

linking outcomes to caregiver-child 

interactions.  

Further corroboration of the role of 

caregiver-child interactions in 

determining health and developmental 

outcomes for children is likely to come 

from intervention studies still to be 

conducted [23]. Three likely mechanisms 

involved in carrying forward effects from 

caregiver-child interactions to later 

competence and adjustment involve 

priming, the consolidation of internal 

working models, and repetitive or 

enduring experiences. The priming of the 

child‟s responses to the environment 

occurs through neurophysiological and 

psychological adaptations to the quality 

of regulation experienced in very early 

caregiver-child interactions. [24] argue 

that negative or disruptive interactions 

force the infant to self-regulate their own 

negative emotional states in an attempt to 

reduce the effects of their caregiver‟s 

inappropriate behaviour. It is expected 

that the accumulation of such interactive 

experience has a structuring effect on 

infants such that a self-directed 

regulatory style comes to dominate all 

interpersonal exchanges. Excessive needs 

for self-regulation are likely to limit 

exploration and learning, and reduce a 

child‟s competence in interactions with 

others, including peers. 

Positive and stable caregiver-child 

relationships in the early years have been 

found to be associated with better social 

adjustment and protection from 

psychopathology in long-term studies of 

child outcomes. For example, [25] 

reported, from the 5 and 10 year follow 

up in the Child Health and Education 

Study of more than 13 000 children in the 

UK, that children whose parents were 

child-centred, as expressed in reading to 

children and spending time with them, 

were 2.5 times more likely to be rated as 

competent than their peers. [7] assessed 

113 referred infants from well-baby 

centres in Israel, from which they selected 

30 cases and matched them with control 

families. Referrals were mainly for eating 

and sleeping problems, aggressive 

behaviour and irritability. The most 

common diagnoses were primary infant 

disorder and parent-child relationship 

disorder.  

Mothers of referred children were found 

to have lower levels of sensitivity, 

support and structure in their 

relationships with their infants than 

control mothers. Chronically disturbed 

and or interrupted caregiver-child 

interactions, as well as disorganized 

attachments, have been found to occur 

disproportionately amongst very young 

children with anxiety, depressive 

disorders and behaviour problems. 

Disturbed caregiver-child interactions 

occur in neglect and child abuse, 

conditions frequently associated with 

insecure attachments.  

Several studies show a relationship 

between conditions that disrupt 

caregiver-child relationships, such as 

hospitalization, alcohol abuse, and the 

like, and the risk of child abuse [3]. In 
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addition, parental stress, impaired parent-

child interactions, and poor quality of the 

home environment have been identified 

as specific risk factors for physical abuse 

of children [11], as has the caregiver‟s 

own insecure adult attachment style [24].  

CONCLUSION 

The risk for children with early 

behavioural and emotional problems is 

exacerbated by the peer rejection they 

experience. Conversely, early friendships 

and positive relations with peer groups 

appear to protect children against later 

psychological problems. Parents, Peers 

and caregivers play important roles in 

children‟s lives at much earlier points in 

development than we might have thought. 

Experiences in the first two or three years 

of life have implications for children‟s 

acceptance by their classmates in nursery 

school and the later school years. 

Children who are competent with peers at 

an early age, and those who show 

prosocial behaviour, are particularly 

likely to be accepted by their peers. 

Aggressive children are often rejected by 

their peers, although aggression does not 

always preclude peer acceptance.  
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