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Early Childhood Development: the Global Challenge

The Lancet 2007 series on Child Development
Investing in young children is receiving increasing attention and recognition globally.  Leading economists such as Nobel laureate James Heckman, bankers such as Art Rolnick at the United States Federal Reserve Bank of Minneapolis, and businessmen such as those represented by the U.S. Committee for Economic Development are vocally advocating that investing in young children is a wise investment and perhaps the most productive investment that society can make.
In a previous (2003) series in The Lancet, it was estimated that more than 6 million deaths of children are preventable every year in developing countries.  In the new series (2007), it is estimated that more than 200 million children below age 5 worldwide fail to reach their developmental potential because of poverty, poor health and nutrition, and lack of early stimulation.  Most of these children (89 million) live in South Asia, and many more (71 million) live in Sub-Saharan Africa.  The highest prevalence of disadvantaged children under age 5 is in Sub-Saharan Africa (61%), followed by South Asia (52%).  Ten countries (India, Nigeria, China, Bangladesh, Ethiopia, Indonesia, Pakistan, Democratic Republic of Congo, Uganda, and Tanzania) account for 145 million (or 66%) of the 219 million disadvantaged children in the developing world.

A message amplified throughout the series is that the estimated 6 million preventable deaths in children every year in developing countries is only the tip of the iceberg.  More than 200 million children under age 5 fail to reach their developmental potential because of poverty, poor health, nutrition and deficient care.  These risks, when suffered early, are particularly harmful to children's long-term success. They affect the architecture of the developing brain which is so critical to learning, health, and behavior. Promoting cost-effective early child development programs is a priority for the global development agenda. The Lancet presents evidence showing that promotion of cost-effective early child development (ECD) programs, which includes scaling up investments in young children, is a priority for the global development agenda.  

· Three articles from The Lancet: “Developmental Potential in the First 5 Years for Children in Developing Countries” (January 6, 2007); “Child Development: Risk Factors for Adverse Outcomes in Developing Countries” (January 13); and “Strategies to Avoid the Loss of Developmental Potential in More Than 200 Million Children in the Developing World” (January 20) <http://www.thelancet.com>.

