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Foreword

N early 11 million children died before
reaching their [ifth birthday in the past year.
Almost 40% ol these children die within the first
motith oflife. Milliens of children survive but face
ditninished lives, unable to develop to their full
potential. Poor nutrition and frequent bouts of
illness limit the young child’s opportunities to
explore the world during a critical period for
learning basic intellectual and social skills. Often
neither the caregiver nor health personnel are
aware of what to do to prevent or lessen the worst
eflects of illness, nor how to provide compensatory
experiences to gel the child’s growth and psyche-
logical development back on track.

This reiew lays the groundwork for including
interventions to improve the relationship beiween the
caregiver and child in an overall strategy to improve
the child’s survival, health, and development.

The recognition of the importance of the childs
relationship with a primary caregiver has been
limited. In the area of child health, we have tended
to [ocus on the caregiver’ role in bringing the child
to the attention of health services and in imple-
menting treatment recommendations and follow
up. On their side, psychologists and psychiatrists
have tended to concentrate on the caregivers role
in the childs emotional development and on
residual themes to be addressed in the psycho-
analysis of the adult. We have failed to recognize
the effects of the caregiver-child relationship on the
very survival and health of children most at risk,

This has not always been so. This review goes
back to the work of John Bowlby. [n 1951 he wrote
the influential monograph Maternal Care and
Mental Health, commissioned by the World Health
Organization. Using the available empirical evi-
dence, he demonstrated that a loving, stable pa-
rental relationship is as critical to the young childs
survival and health as is food and health care.

Carrying on the work of Bowlby and others,
this paper is important for several reasons, First,
it gathers a wealth of information on the nature
ol the interactions between the mother - or other
principal caregiver — and the child.

It blends theory with current scientific evidence
[rom both advantaged and resource-poor
countries to describe the interactive processes that
shape this relationship during the first days
through the early years of the childs lile. This
relationship meets the child’s hasic needs lor [ood,
safety, warmth, affection, and stimulation - and
the caregiver’s need to feel elfective and satisfied
in caring for her child.

From recent research, the review identifies two
fundamental qualities that determine the care-
giver’s ability to provide effective care: sensitivity
and responsiveness to the child. These skills
enable the caretaker to detect the childs signals
and to respond appropriately, in synchrony, to
meet the childs needs.

Second, the review suminarizes what we have
learned about how a strong and supportive
caregiving relationship supports the develop-
ment of a child who is physically, intellectually
and socially healthy, and more resilient to the
damaging effects of poverty and violence.

The review shows us what it looks like when
this relationship works, and identifies the conse-
quences when the caregiver and child fzil 1o
engage. The most vulnerable children — these who
are premature, low birth weight, non-organic
failure to thrive, and malnourished — are the ones
to suffer the most from the effects of this failure
ot the child’s health. We also see the huiman cost
on children living in institutions, conflict, refu gee
camps and other sertings that deprive them of
stable, caring relationships.

Finally, this review calls us to work with the
whole child and with the childs closest caring
environment, It presents a solid foundation for
the need to integrate interventions 1o promote
better caregiver-child interactions into the design
of primary health care programmes for mothers,
other caregivers, newborns, and young children.
These interventions are also appropriate [or
community-based nutrition, earty child care,
violence prevention, orphan care and parent
education programmes. A response to this call has
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implications for the training of physicians, nutses,
child care workers, and others who assist families

organizational and financial suppore to promote

effective caregiver-child interactions.as a funda-.. .. | ..

in caring for their children:

Focusing on the quality of caregiver-child
interactions as a critical aspect of the care of young
children is a new direction for the World Health
Organization, UNICEE and their international and
local partners. We need to marshal adequate

mental condition for ensuring that children
survive and thrive. It is our wish that all will draw
upon this rich evidence to rethink the meaning
of our shared responsibility for the survival of
children and a strategic investment in their

7@%@\

LEE Jong-wook
Director-General
World Health Organization
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