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 WHAT IS CHILD HEALTH? 
 Child health is about ensuring that 

children are able to survive, develop 
and thrive so they can reach their full 
potential. It’s about preventing and 
treating the illnesses and injuries that 
can threaten their lives, as well as 
putting the building blocks for growth 
and development in place. It includes 
subjects such as nutrition (including 
infant and young child feeding), hygiene, 
immunisation and the prevention and 
treatment of common diseases such as 
pneumonia, diarrhoea and malaria, as 
well as HIV. 

 
 WHY DO WE INCLUDE CHILD 

HEALTH IN OUR WORK?
 The number of children dying before 

their fifth birthday (which is how child 
mortality is defined) has reduced since 
1990 by almost 50%. That said, the 
United Nations reported in 2013 that 
the Millennium Development Goal, with 
its target of reducing child mortality 
rates by two-thirds between 1990 and 
2015, still may not be reached without a 
big push.  

• Some 18,000 children still die every 
day from diseases that are mostly 
preventable. 

• The vast majority (5.3 million or 81%) 
of child deaths are in sub-Saharan Africa  
and South Asia  

• Almost 60% of those deaths take place 

This fact sheet outlines some of the basic information related 
to the health and wellbeing of children under five years of age. 
Although child health is typically understood to include the health 
of newborns (the health of babies in the first month of life), 
this fact sheet does not cover newborn health, since there is a 
separate fact sheet devoted to this. 

There is a list of references at the end where you can find more 
information. 

SOME 18,000 CHILDREN STILL DIE EVERY DAY  
FROM DISEASES THAT ARE MOSTLY PREVENTABLE.
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between the end of the neonatal period 
and a child’s fifth birthday

 WHAT ARE THE MAIN CAUSES OF 
DEATH IN YOUNG CHILDREN? 

 Almost 75% of all child deaths are 
attributable to just six conditions: 
neonatal causes (such as prematurity 
and birth asphyxia – for more details 
please see the Newborn Health fact 
sheet in your ringbinder), pneumonia, 
diarrhoea, malaria, measles and HIV 
infection. Nutrition-related factors 
contribute to 45% of deaths, since 
children who are malnourished have 
a higher risk of death from common 
childhood illnesses. 

 THE KEY ISSUES  
 
 Immunisation through vaccination. 

Immunisation is the process that 
makes someone immune or resistant 
to an infectious disease, reducing the 
chances of death or disability from 
that disease. This happens through 
vaccination, usually by injection or 
drops in the mouth/nose. Immunisation 
is an extremely important tool for 
preventing the deaths of young children. 
All children should be immunised 
during the first two years of their lives 
against measles, meningitis, diphtheria, 
tetanus, pertussis (whooping cough), 
yellow fever, polio and hepatitis B. 
New vaccines are now available 
against pneumonia and against the 
rotavirus, which causes diarrhoea, and 

are gradually being rolled out. Vaccines 
often require several doses, spread over 
time. Trained health workers provide 
vaccinations and advise parents/caregivers 
when they should be given. Several 
vaccinations are given around the time of 
birth, which is another important reason 
for women to be attended by skilled 
birthing attendants (SBAs). 

 Nutrition. This refers to the quality and 
quantity of food that children consume, 
which affects their ability to grow and 
develop. Children who are poorly 
nourished (malnourished) may get ill 
more often and more seriously, and 
their physical and mental development 
may be harmed. Poor nutrition can lead 
to children and adults who are stunted, 
wasted, underweight or overweight. 
Nutrition is about more than the food 
a child eats. For instance, repeated 
bouts of infectious diseases (especially 
diarrhoea, pneumonia and malaria) or 
infection with intestinal worms can impair 
children’s ability to take in and absorb 
food and so contribute to malnutrition. 
Children with life-long conditions, such as 
HIV and those with disabilities, are even 
more likely to become malnourished. To 
improve child nutrition, as well as needing 
access to nutritious, affordable food, 
children need to live in environments 
where there is safe water, sanitation and 
good hygiene, since these help to prevent 
the spread of infectious diseases (see 
below). 
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 The first 1,000 days of a child’s life 
(from conception to the child’s second 
birthday) are particularly important 
in relation to nutrition and childhood 
development. Nutrition during this 
period has a lasting impact on a person’s 
life. According to the World Health 
Organization (WHO) 20% of child 
deaths under five could be avoided if 
the guidelines and recommendations  
on feeding infants and young children 
are followed properly. WHO advises:

• Exclusive breastfeeding. Women are 
advised to feed their babies breast 
milk only, with no other liquids or 
foods, as soon as a baby is born until 
it is around six months old. Once solid 
food is introduced, breastfeeding can 
be reduced, but may continue until 
the child is two years old. (Please see 
the Newborn Health fact sheet in 
your ringbinder for more details on 
breastfeeding.)

• Complementary feeding. This is the 
introduction of solid foods into a baby’s 
diet that starts when the baby is about 
six months old and breast milk is no 
longer enough to meet all its nutritional 
needs. Children need a variety of meat, 
fish, grains, eggs, fruits and vegetables, 
as well as breast milk. They also need 
to eat more frequently than adults 

because their stomachs are smaller. 
Caregivers often have misconceptions 
about what infants can eat, resulting 
in restricted diets that are very soft 
and mushy and heavily grain-based. 
This can mean infants are not getting 
enough “micronutrients” that enable 
the body to grow and develop properly. 
Iodine, vitamin A and iron are the 
most important micronutrients, and it 
is important that children eat food that 
contain these, or receive supplements. 
UNICEF’s Facts for Life book and 
website are a particularly good source 
of information about child nutrition (see 
Resources below). 

 Hygiene, water and sanitation. Safe 
drinking water, good hygiene practices 
(such as making sure children and 
caregivers wash their hands with soap 
after defecating and before eating), 
the use of a toilet and/or ensuring that 
children defecate in areas away from 
houses, play areas, paths and water 
sources, are all important ways to 
prevent children from getting ill from 
infectious diseases, such as diarrhoea, 
pneumonia, flu and even common 
colds. Almost 90% of child deaths from 
diarrhoea are because of unsafe water, 
poor hygiene and a lack of sanitation. 
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 Pneumonia. This is the leading cause of 
death in children under five. Two million 
children die each year from preventable, 
treatable, respiratory (lung) infection. 
Children often get coughs and colds, 
most of which are not too serious. 
But if a child starts to have difficulties 
breathing, or is breathing more rapidly 
than normal, and develops a fever, these 
are signs that they may have developed 
pneumonia. In these cases they need to 
see a trained health worker as soon as 
possible. Antibiotics are available to treat 
pneumonia. These have to be properly 
prescribed and taken correctly to work. 
Children can be vaccinated against some 
forms of pneumonia, though the vaccine 
is not yet routine in many countries. 
Good hygiene practices, particularly 
regular handwashing with soap, can help 
to reduce pneumonia, as does keeping 
children away from smoky environments.

 Diarrhoea. This is the second most 
common cause of death in children 
under five. A child has diarrhoea if 
they have three or more liquid, or 
loose, bowel movements in a day (or 
more movements than is normal for 
them). It is usually a symptom of an 
infection in the gut. This can be caused 
by a variety of different germs, such 
as bacteria, viruses or parasites. The 
infection is spread when these germs, 
which are most common in faeces (poo 
or excrement), are swallowed. This 
happens when hands, food and drinks 
get traces of faeces on them. Diarrhoea 

quickly strips a child’s body of fluids 
and essential nutrients. Replacing these 
fluids and nutrients through a solution 
called Oral Rehydration Salts (ORS), as 
well as zinc tablets, can prevent death. 
Repeated diarrhoea is also a major cause 
of malnutrition, which in turn makes 
children more susceptible to diarrhoea.  

 Safe drinking water, good hygiene and 
sanitation measures can prevent major 
childhood illnesses.     

 Malaria. This is caused by parasites that 
are passed to people from infected 
mosquitos via their bites. The symptoms 
include high fever, chills, headache, 
vomiting and diarrhoea. However, these 
can be mistaken for other illnesses such 
as flu. Malaria is especially dangerous for 
children under five, who can get worse 
very quickly and fall into a coma and die. 
It is especially common in sub-Saharan 
Africa, where it is estimated that a child 
dies from malaria every 30 seconds. 
Malaria can be prevented if children sleep 
under insecticide-treated bed nets and 
houses are sprayed. It is also treatable. 
Children living in malarial countries who 
develop a fever should be seen by a 
health worker as soon as possible so 
that they can be diagnosed and given 
treatment immediately.  

 HIV (Human immunodeficiency virus). 
Many more HIV-positive mothers 
are now being treated to prevent 
their babies becoming infected during 
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MALARIA IS CAUSED BY PARASITES THAT ARE PASSED  
TO PEOPLE FROM INFECTED MOSQUITOS VIA THEIR BITES.
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pregnancy, birth or breastfeeding. 
However in 2011 some 330,000 
children, mostly babies, were estimated 
to have become newly infected with 
HIV. Without treatment, children can 
die within a short space of time as their 
immune systems are still not strong 
enough to resist the many infections 
that result from HIV. Around 90% of 
children living with HIV are in sub-
Saharan Africa. 

 If you are working in a country with high 
levels of HIV, this is an important issue 
on which to seek advice from agencies 
addressing HIV, such as UNAIDS, 
UNICEF and your National AIDS 
Commission/Control Organisation 

 (or equivalent). 
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 RESOURCES
 This fact sheet is drawn from the 

following sources. If you want to find 
out more about the issues covered in 
this fact sheet, please refer to them. 
Or you can ask BBC Media Action’s 
London-based health advisors.

 A GLOBAL REVIEW OF THE KEY 
INTERVENTIONS RELATED TO 
REPRODUCTIVE, MATERNAL, 
NEWBORN AND CHILD HEALTH   

 From the Partnership for Maternal, 
Newborn & Child Health:

 http://www.who.int/pmnch/knowledge/
publications/201112_essential_
interventions/en/index1.html

 FACTS FOR LIFE 
 UNICEF handbook with essential 

information around maternal health  
and childcare:

 http://www.factsforlifeglobal.org/

 INFORMATION ON CHILDREN 
AND HIV/AIDS  

 AVERT, an international HIV/AIDS 
charity based in the UK:

 http://www.avert.org/children-and-hiv-
aids.htm

 UNITED NATIONS MILLENNIUM 
DEVELOPMENT GOALS 

 Facts on child health worldwide:
 http://www.un.org/millenniumgoals/

childhealth.shtml
 Fact Sheet:
 http://www.un.org/millenniumgoals/pdf/

Goal_4_fs.pdf

 WORLD HEALTH ORGANIZATION 
PUBLICATIONS AND FACT SHEETS 
ON CHILD HEALTH   

 http://www.un.org/millenniumgoals/pdf/
report-2013/mdg-report-2013-english.pdf 

 http://www.who.int/maternal_child_
adolescent/topics/child/en/index.html

 WORLD HEALTH ORGANIZATION 
STATISTICS   

 http://www.who.int/gho/publications/
world_health_statistics/EN_WHS2013_
Full.pdf
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