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Introduction to the Relationship-Based Care 
Program Practices 
Research tells us that early relationships are key to healthy brain 
development. These relationships lay the foundation for all future learning and 
are at the core of quality care for infants and toddlers in group care settings 
(Sosinsky et al., 2016). The stability and quality of a baby’s relationships with 
caring adults lay the foundation for their developmental outcomes. Infants and 
toddlers are influenced by a web of relationships—their relationships with their 
parent(s) or the caregivers who raise them, family, child care providers and 
staff, children, and community members. Children are also influenced by all 
those people’s relationships with one another. Implementing and 
strengthening relationship-based care that supports responsive caregiver-child 
relationships and all relationships in a child care setting is of critical 
importance to promoting a baby’s health and well-being. 

Anyone involved in providing care to infants and toddlers in group care 
settings is faced with two primary questions: 

1. How can we develop and strengthen relationships within programs? 

2. How can we design and support child care programs to increase the 
likelihood of positive outcomes for infants and toddlers? 

The evidence-based program practices developed by the Program for Infant/Toddler Care (PITC) offer a cohesive 
approach to high-quality care and education for children under age 3 (Program for Infant/Toddler Care, n.d.). The 
six essential program practices are as follows: primary caregiving, continuity of care, inclusive care, culturally 
responsive care, small group care, and individualized care. Together they provide a framework for promoting 
strong relationships that support positive early learning and development outcomes for infants and toddlers. The 
practices may be implemented individually, or they may be customized to fit a program’s needs. Each program 
practice topic will include program-wide practices that support relationship-based care and cover strategies that 
providers can incorporate within the classroom. 

Many in the early childhood field are considering how child care centers and family child care programs can 
nurture relationships by offering what is known as relationship-based care. PITC’s Relationship-Based Care 
Framework’s six program practices support quality infant/toddler group care. At its heart, this framework supports 
building trust, comfort, and security through reciprocal, nurturing, and genuine interactions with young children 
and their families. 

To request support from the Child Care State Capacity Building Center’s Infant/Toddler Specialist Network, 
please email SCBC_InfantToddlerNetwork@icf.com. 

  

“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.” 

—National Scientific 
Council on the Developing 
Child (2009, p. 1) 
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