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The centrality of the first 1000 days—from conception 
to 2 years of age—for early childhood development 
is recognised in global research, policy, and practice 

as a crucial period for physical growth and brain 
development in children.1 In 2017, the Lancet Series 
on early childhood development reported that 
250 million children (43%) were at risk of not realising 
their development potential based on proxy measures 
of child stunting and child poverty in early life, key 
indicators and predictors of poor development in 
children.2 These figures elevated the criticality of the first 
1000 days for child nutrition and development policies, 
strategies, and programmes.2

However, as now highlighted in The Lancet’s 
new Series Early Childhood Development and the 
Next 1000 Days,3,4 the work continues in the next 
1000 days of a child’s life, the period between 
2 years and 5 years of age. This period is important to 
build on investments and gains on child growth and 
development made in the first 1000 days, promote 
protective factors, mitigate environmental risks, and 
improve growth and development trajectories in areas 
where opportunities were lost in the first 1000 days. 
The Series paper by Catherine Draper and colleagues 
clearly establishes the crucial role of care, education, 
and protection systems in recalibrating children’s 
potential in the next 1000 days.3

Children aged between 2 years and 5 years, the 
preschool and preprimary years, typically spend their 
day in a finite number of settings (eg, in their home, 
community, or early learning programme) with the 
adults in their life as architects of those environments.5 
Nurturing home environments that ensure early 
childhood nutrition, stimulation, and care, as well 
as participation in good-quality early childcare 
and learning programmes, independently and 
synergistically support children’s early nutrition, 
development, and learning. Therefore, the areas of 
intervention and the effectiveness factors that enable 
young children to grow, develop, and learn in early 
childhood are well defined.

The first and next 1000 days: a continuum for child 
development in early life

Objectives

Objective 1
To strengthen policies and 
legislation that enable 
opportunities for early childhood 
development

Objective 2
To expand programmes and
services that protect and promote 
early childhood development

Objective 3
To support parents and caregivers 
in caring for their young children 
and themselves

Results areas

Results area 1
Policies and legislation enable 
opportunities for early childhood 
development

Results area 2
Programmes and services protect, 
promote and support early 
childhood development

Results area 3
Parents and caregivers are 
supported in caring for their 
young children and themselves

Programming principles

Rights-based

Context-specific Evidence-informed Systems-centred

Equity-focused Gender-responsive

Early childhood development

Convention of the Rights of 
the Child

Recognises the right of all children to survival, growth, and development

Vision

A world where all young children survive, grow, and develop to their full 
potential, everywhere

2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development 

Recognises young children’s development as central to ending poverty and 
inequality and ensuring prosperity and peace

Goal

All young children, from birth to primary school entry, benefit from policies, programmes, and practices that protect, 
promote, and support child survival and optimal growth and development, including in fragile contexts and in 
response to humanitarian crises

Nutrition Health Water and
sanitation

Education Child
protection

Social policy

Multisectoral approach

Implementation strategies

Programming strategies
• Situation analysis
• Advocacy
• Policy and programme design
• Programme scale-up
• Social and behaviour change and community engagement

• Capacity development
• Supply chains
• Financing
• Data, monitoring and evaluation 
• Knowledge, innovations, and learning 

Partnerships
Governments and partners

Resources
Human and financial
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Figure: UNICEF Programme Framework for Early Childhood Development 2020-30
This figure is derived from Early Childhood Development: UNICEF Vision for Every Child.9
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Given the promise of early childhood, the world has 
pledged to eliminate child malnutrition and ensure that 
all children have access to quality early childhood care 
and preprimary education. However, despite there now 
being 55 million fewer stunted children (2000–20), an 
estimated 22% of children aged 5 years or younger have 
stunted growth and development due to malnutrition.6 
Additionally, approximately 25% of children aged 
5 years and younger have not enrolled in at least 1 year 
of preprimary education.7 Growing inequities and crises, 
including conflict, climate change, and humanitarian 
emergencies, are causing major disruptions in children’s 
access to nutritious and safe diets, essential nutrition 
and education services, and positive care and protection 
practices.8 Lack of access to such diets, services, and 
practices jeopardises optimal growth and development 
outcomes in children.8

In response to this situation, UNICEF launched its 
strategy, Early Childhood Development: UNICEF Vision 
for Every Child, in July, 2023 to ensure that “all young 
children, from birth to primary school entry, benefit 
from policies, programmes and practices that protect, 
promote and support child survival and optimal growth 
and development, including in fragile contexts and in 
response to humanitarian crises”.9 At the core of this 
vision is the UNICEF Programme Framework for Early 
Childhood Development (figure).9

The UNICEF Vision for Every Child focuses on children 
from birth to school entry, with an emphasis on the 
first 1000 days. However, this vision acknowledges that 
environmental risks to child growth and development 
persist in the next 1000 days, including poor nutrition 
(one in four children aged 3–5 years is stunted) and poor 
development (one in three children aged 3–4 years is 
behind on reaching developmental milestones).9 For 
UNICEF, it means that programmatic emphasis on the 
first 1000 days, primarily focused on caregivers, families, 
and communities, is followed by interventions in the next 
1000 days, including in early childhood care and education 
settings where children continue to learn, play, and eat.

It is widely accepted that the blocks for future 
achievement are established well before a child 
enters primary school.10 Therefore, commitment 
by governments and their partners, particularly in 
low-income and middle-income countries (LMICs), 
to prioritise early childhood care and education 
programmes is paramount.4 Currently, LMICs spend 

less than 5% of their education budget on preprimary 
education.4 Investments must include displaced children 
and children affected by climate-related disasters and 
humanitarian crises for whom the need for care and 
protection is even greater.

The authors of this Series show that early childhood 
care and education programmes, as well as parenting, 
cash transfers, and early childhood nutrition 
programmes are particularly effective at supporting 
child growth and development in this age range.3,4 
Beyond being an important intervention itself, early 
childhood care and education programmes in the 
next 1000 days are a key platform to promote and 
monitor children’s growth and development, improve 
children’s diets and nutrient intake, protect children 
from violence, and promote positive behaviours and 
practices. Hence, governments need to ensure public 
finance is provided to prioritise the early years to 
reach the established benchmark of 10% threshold of 
education spending.11 Finally, governments need to 
invest in child benefits that give low-income families 
the financial resources for the early care and learning 
needs of their young children.

Investing in the next 1000 days is a strategic 
imperative for sustainable and equitable development. 
By providing children with the tools they need to thrive, 
governments and global partners can fulfil a collective 
responsibility to ensure that all children are supported 
to reach their full potential. The authors of this Lancet 
Series show that the cost of inaction is large,4 and it is a 
cost that children and nations simply cannot afford.
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Equitable access to pandemic products demands stronger 
public governance

The slow arrival of vaccines to the increasing number 
of countries ravaged by mpox shows that the 
COVID-19 pandemic did not result in the structural 
change needed to address global inequities. The 
absence of global arrangements to ensure access to 
health products during emergencies is a gap that 
governments are seeking to fill through recently agreed 
amendments to the International Health Regulations 
(IHR) and continuing negotiations towards a Pandemic 
Agreement. Pending the outcome of intergovernmental 
negotiations, WHO created the interim Medical 
Countermeasures Network (i-MCM-Net) as a temporary 
measure to coordinate the rapid development of 
and equitable access to pandemic products. As the 
global health community debates what longer-term 

mechanism should follow i-MCM-Net, substantial 
disagreement remains on governance, particularly the 
role of WHO. We argue that governments are primarily 
and collectively responsible for ensuring equitable access 
to essential health products and should mandate WHO 
with a more robust role in relation to states and non-
state actors.

i-MCM-Net follows the Access to COVID-19 
Tools Accelerator (ACT-A), which sought to ensure 
global access to health products in the COVID-19 
pandemic. ACT-A supplied nearly 2 billion vaccine 
doses to countries in need and secured substantial 
volumes of diagnostics, oxygen, and therapeutics 
by the end of 2023.1 However, ACT-A was unable to 
deliver equitable access for low-income and middle-
income countries (LMICs), ensure the meaningful 
representation of these countries in governance, nor 
permit public scrutiny of decision making.2,3 The absence 
of a clearly designated global public forum meant that 
crucial decisions on sharing of knowledge and access 
to health products were made outside public scrutiny. 
With supply far short of needs, vaccines reached LMICs 
only after high-income countries had secured more than 
enough doses for their own populations.4

These shortcomings call for a stronger role for public 
governance through WHO, which has a unique claim 
to global political legitimacy due to the membership of 
194 UN Member States and their collective oversight 
of the organisation. This unique status is reflected in 
WHO’s considerable convening power, central role in 
developing normative technical guidance, and moral 
voice, which was used to call for equity during the 
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