
Mothers and Health Conference

Brussels, 7-8 March, 2016

Supporting Mothers on Early 

Childhood Development
Octavian Bivol, UNICEF Brussels Office



Evidence

Healthy early development strongly influences:

• Stunting, obesity

• Mental health

• Heart disease

• Competence in literacy & numeracy

• Economic participation

• Well-being



Brain circuits stabilize with age, 
making them increasingly more 
difficult to alter

Good nutrition and rich 
experiences affect brain 
development

Brain architecture is built in a 
“bottom up” sequence: higher 
capacities are more difficult to 
develop if lower capacities have 
not emerged appropriately

Evidence: Yearly Years is the Foundation for Life-long 

Wellbeing



Protective factors

Good nutrition
Responsive & nurturing 

parenting
Safe and stimulating 

environment
Health care (prenatal, 

maternity, new born, infant)
Adequate family income

Biological risks  

Chronic under-nutrition
Iron and iodine deficiency
IUGR
HIV infection

Psycho-social risks 

Poor caregiver-child 
interaction
Maternal depression
Institutional rearing
Exposure to  violence
Poor learning environment

Evidence: Protective and Risk Factors in Early Years



Situation: Double Burden of Malnutrition
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Situation: Regional Inequity
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Situation: Country Inequities
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Situation: Violence against Children is 

Widespread
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Situation: Violence Remains a Strong Social 

Norm
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Situation: Social Acceptance of Violence Against 

Women



ECD PROGRAMMES

EARLY 

RELATIONS

HIPS

HEALTH
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NUTRITION

FAMILY 

SUPPORT
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&

INCLUSION

Predictable, responsive and 
affectionate care; secure 

attachment; interaction and 
communication

Access to child health and 
development knowledge    Family 

and child benefits
Housing, Employment…

Early detection and 
intervention for delays and 

disabilities
Protection from violence & 

neglect

Promotive, preventive and 
curative health care & 

adequate and appropriate 
nutrition

ECD Strategic Approach



 Mothers, parents and other 
caregivers play a critical role in 
determining children’s chances for 
survival and development

 Primary Caregivers need basic 
skills to

 Feed on demand, and feed 
responsively

 Protect a child from imminent 
harm

 Recognize and seek care when 
the child is sick

 Help child see cause and effect 
in the environment and in 
social relationships

 Help child learn: to speak, 
read, problem solve, and learn 
other life skills 

Mothers, Parents, Caregivers Play a Critical Role



UNICEF & WHO developed two tools



Key Encounters with MCH Services

(In patient) 

FACILITY BASED

Child Birth; Illness

Almost universal hospital 
deliveries

Has role in providing 
information, preventing 
abandonment

Brief intervention, often 
significant 
culture/education gap 
between patient and 
provider

(Out patient) 

FACILITY BASED

Antenatal Visits; 
Immunization; 

Sick Child

Relatively regular contact

Role in providing 
information, guidance

Disease and health-
focused, culture gap, 
access and demand 
barriers for socially 
excluded groups

HOME BASED

Prenatal, post-partum, 
child/mother/father/family

Community Nurses, 
Patronage Nurses

Sees family in home 
environment

Seeks out child and 
family
Reaches socially 
excluded

Provides of continuum of 
care



Lady Health Workers Programme

Cluster randomized control trial with 

1,489 children recruited at birth into 

one of 4 intervention groups:

1. Standard LHW services (Control)

2. Care for Child Development 

Package (ECD)

3. Nutrition Education and Sprinkles 

(Enhanced Nutrition) 

4. Care for Child Development 

Package, Nutrition Education and 

Sprinkles (ECD and Enhanced 

Nutrition)

15
Development, growth and care outcomes assessed from birth 

to 24 months of age



Home Environment
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Mother and Child Interaction
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Alert
Link/refer

Identify
Screen

Monitor
Support
Counsel
Advise
Inform

UNIVERSAL
• Health promotion
• Parenting
• Child Development Monitoring
• Access to benefits, services

ENHANCED 
• Counselling
• Linking with other services

INTENSE 
Multi- disciplinary case management

A FEW

SOME

ALL

Strengthening Home Visiting Services in Eastern Europe and 

Central Asia 



Thank You! 


