
Early care for child development and Sustainable development goals  

Building on the achievements of Millenium development goals (MDGs), on September 25th 2015, the 
United Nations took the historic step to adopt the 2030 agenda for Sustainable Development —an 
action plan for people, planet and prosperity (1). Leaders from 193 countries endorsed the sustainable 
development goals (SDGs). In the SDGs there are 17 goals and 169 targets. The SDGs have widespread 
approval and endorsement by a large number of countries and promoted by prominent international 
agencies including UNICEF (2) UNESCO (3) WHO (4) UNDP (5) the World Bank (6) and prominent 
financial institutions (7). These transformational goals have added new dimensions to the global 
developmental agenda. For the first time early childhood development (ECD) is a key part of many SDGs.  

                                          Early childhood development and SDGs 

Goal 4: “Ensure inclusive and equitable education and promote life-long learning opportunities for 
all.” It is specifically mentioned in Target 4.2 of SDG.  

 

Path breaking research during the last five decades or more has provided compelling evidence in 
support of ECD and provided evidence to justify its inclusion in the agenda (8). WHO has termed ECD to 
be a great equalizer (9). It is important that the implementation of SDG should address the numerous 
challenges of equity across the world. Adressing the equity gap would benefit at least 200 million 
children who are not able to reach their full potential (10). This leads to an estimated loss of about 25% 
productivity. If implemented successfully, ECD has the potential to contribute to improved survival,  
thriving and transformation agenda of the SDGs. Early childhood development is based on strong 
scientific research that has shown the impact of an ongoing interaction between nature and nurture 
throughout life.     

Advances in neuroscience should be the drivers for including ECD in the core portfolio of all the 
concerned stakeholders. We are learning at a very rapid pace about the impact of positive and negative 
experiences in early childhood and the close interplay between genetics and environment on the 
developing brain. These developments have significant implications for the future of millions of the 
world’s most disadvantaged children and their societies (11). Care for early childhood development 
provides for every child – a good start that lasts a lifetime and builds our society. (12)  

Prominent Quotes in support of early childhood development  
 
“Every year that passes without us making significant investment in early childhood development and 
initiatives that address these issues, millions of kids will be born into the same cycle of poverty and 
lack of opportunity.” (Shakira the famous Singer and ambassador to UNICEF 22 September 2015). (13)  
 
All the SDGs come down to education’ - Malala Yousafzai Nobel Laureate (2015). She opines that all 
the agenda of SDG are achievable through promotion of education. This statement is intriguing. This 
would also help in reducing poverty and improving maternal health (14)  
 
 “The Sustainable Development Goals recognize that early childhood development can help drive the 
transformation we hope to achieve over the next 15 years.” Ban ki Moon Secretary General UN (15) 

Majority of the SDGs would be enriched enormously by a focus on early childhood development in the 
portfolio of concerned stakeholders. The relevance of ECD to the goals is summarized in the table along 



with the concerned ministries and departments as well as centrally sponsored schemes by the 
Government of India.  

Table: The 17 SDGs the relevance of ECD and concerned stakeholders in the Government  

S 
No.   

Goal ECD relevance  Stakeholders in the 
Government (16)  

1 

 

ECD is one of the most cost-effective 
strategies for poverty alleviation. 
Supporting early brain development 
through improved learning will better 
prepare young children in learning of 
skills to contribute to India’s economy 
in 21st century. 

Ministry of rural 
development (supported by 
5 centrally sponsored 
schemes)  

2. 

 

Children who receive early 
stimulation along with feeding and 
micronutrients early in life have 
better outcomes than children who 
only receive nutrition supplements. 
ECD and feeding together help to 
buffer the negative impact of stress 
neglect and trauma in early life. ECD 
interventions help prevent stunting 
and undernutrition.  

Agriculture and farmers 
welfare (supported by 9 
centrally sponsored 
schemes)      

3 

 

ECD interventions early in life set a 
trajectory for good lifelong health. 
Integrated interventions (prevention, 
feeding and early as well as 
appropriate care seeking during 
illness play and communication) can 
lead to better health and lower 
incidence of cardiovascular and non-
communicable diseases or delay their 
age at occurence.  

Health and family welfare 
(5 centrally sponsored 
schemes)   

4  Learning begins at birth (and even 
before being born). ECD interventions 
have proved to be the foundation for 
later learning, better school retention 
and academic success. This 
contributes to greater productivity. 
Education for all combined with 
quality and equity in India is the goal 
and ECD sets good foundations. The 
return for investment is 6-17 times.  

Human resource 
development (supported by 
7 centrally sponsored 
schemes)  



5 

 

The link between ECD and women’s 
economic empowerment is strong. 
India has a national program Beti 
Bachao Beti Padhao’ Greater 
investment in high-quality and 
affordable childcare is linked to 
greater opportunities for women’s 
empowerment and economic 
independence.  

Women and child 
development (supported by 
2 centrally sponsored 
schemes)  

6  Clean water and sanitation 
contributes to improved child health 
through prevention of infections. It 
helps in preventing undernutrition. 
Hands hygiene contributes to 
reduction in mortality. This helps to  
provide a platform for success of ECD 
through improved health.   

SWACH Bharat Abhiyan,  
Water resources, river 
development and Ganga 
rejuvenation (supported by 
4 centrally sponsored 
schemes)   

7 

 
 

 Power    

 
 
 
 
8. 

 

 

Investments in early childhood 
development can help in full and 
productive employment, especially 
for women. 

Labor and employment 
(supported by 3 centrally 
sponsored schemes)    

9. 

 

 Commerce and industry 
(supported by 4 centrally 
sponsored schemes)  



10. 

 

ECD is a powerful equalizer (WHO). 
Inequality often begins before birth. 
The first few years of a child’s life 
offers the best window of opportunity 
to provide interventions that can 
close the equity gap between children 
born into disadvantage households as 
compared to those born with many 
advantages. 

Social justice and 
empowerment (supported 
by 6 centrally sponsored 
schemes)  

11.  

 

Along with urban slum development 
ECD should focus on the urban slum 
children and pregnant women to 
bridge the equity gap.  

Urban development 
(supported by 5 centrally 
sponsored schemes)   

12. 

 

ECD programs set in place 
rationalization of patterns of 
consumption. They will help develop  
right attitudes towards conservation 
and encourage practices that will 
preserve the environment 
 

MOeF and CC  

13 

 

 MOeF and CC   

14 

 

 Earth sciences (supported 
by 1 centrally sponsored 
scheme)  



15 

 

 MOEF and CC ( supported 
by 3 centrally sponsored 
schemes)  

16  

 

Early childhood interventions have 
the potential to improve behaviors 
that can reduce violence, 
delinquency, anti-social behavior and 
drug addictions. This can save a lot of 
money in addressing these problems 
in later life.   

Home affairs (supported by 
3 centrally sponsored 
schemes)  

17 

 

ECD provides numerous opportunities 
to bring together a large number of 
stakeholders in private government 
and NGO sectors since its success 
depends on use of integrated 
approach during the continuum. It 
provides opportunities to work 
together and monitor progress.    

Finance (1 supported by 
centrally sponsored 
scheme)  

 

As summarized in the above table, there is strong contribution of early childhood development which 
requires a special focus in the portfolios of all the concerned stakeholders.  

Challenges  

1. Universalization of ECD is a daunting task since it has to address the day to day needs of an 
annual cohort of about 27 million infants, about 80 million children below 3 years age and many 
million pregnant women. It is important to note that for ECD to succeed, pregnant women need 
basic nurturing comprising of a good diet, health care in a good environment and violence free 
pregnancy.   

2. Strategies are required to ensure the adoption of an integrated approach along the continuum 
of care to obtain best results from ECD efforts and to bring numerous stakeholders on the same 
platform.  

3. Although ECD is simple and everyone’s business its success depends on intensity, persistence, 
quality and equity at the family level.  

4. Science based support is required at all times to the families to be able to practice an integrated 
continuum of care for at least 1000 days to lay the foundation for improved survival, thriving 
and transformation.  



5. There is a great diversity of stakeholders at various levels of service delivery and a myriad of 
social support system that offers social security and equity. This is a difficult proposition from 
the perspective of implementation.  

6. Monitoring progress would be a challenge in which accountability would be a critical issue. 
Success may be achieved through simplifying the monitoring.  

Ten key considerations for policy action   

1. Constitute multi-disciplinary committees at national state and district level for implementation 
of ECD  

2. Form working groups to review the work, monitor progress and report to the state and national 
committees on an ongoing basis (at least quarterly). Coordinate with ECD partners and give your 
voice for ECD. 

3. ECD champions need to be identified early and engaged actively on SDG implementation at the 
national and state level as well as local level.  

4. For health, nutrition and development, strengthen the current ICDS program with a focus on 
children (below 3 years), their mothers and pregnant women to upgrade the quality of 
interaction between the mothers and babies. 

5. Expand the scope of home visitation by ASHAs beyond one month age (presently recommended 
as a part of home based post-natal care by GOI) and constitute voluntary parents groups where 
the community can take the initiative and innovate locally.  

6.  MCP card brings it all together, it should be used widely to monitor progress and empower the 
families to practice quality ECD 

7. Generate evidence to showcase the numerous benefits of multi-disciplinary approach that is 
focused on the family and community in an equitable way. 

8. Map available data and data sources for ECD indicators. Advocate for a strong system at 
national levels to monitor progress towards targets, including the appropriate disaggregation of 
ECD indicators by age, ethnicity, location, gender, disability status, migration status, and home 
environment. 

9. Advocate and disseminate evidence on ECD- Generate and share evidence to inform policy. 
Support the assessment of existing ECD policies and programs and their inter-linkages and 
advocate for clear alignment to achieve global targets and commitments. 

10. Undertake sustained media engagement to promote ECD as a driver for development in the 21st 
century.   
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