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Foreword
Children and adolescents bear an undue share of the global burden of disease. While

major gains were made in reducing childhood mortality during the previous decades,
stagnation or even reversal of trends has been observed in many countries since the
1990s. In 2001, almost 11 million children died before reaching the age of five – mostly
because they were not reached by known and effective interventions. Most of the un-
finished health agenda at the doorstep of the 21st century is due to inadequate efforts
to address childhood illness.  Adolescence is now widely recognized as a time of great
opportunity but also major threats. Considerable progress has been made in under-
standing the factors that affect a healthy transition into adulthood. Nevertheless, many
adolescents still lack the support they need for their development, including access to
information, skills and services.

WHO developed the Strategic Directions for Improving the Health and Develop-
ment of Children and Adolescents in response to a global call for renewed and intensi-
fied action to promote and protect the health and development of  the 0 – 19 years old
age group. Preparations for the United Nations General Assembly Special Session on
Children called attention to the uneven progress that had been made in the achieve-
ment of the goals adopted in the World Summit of Children in 1990. The adoption of
the development goals of the Millennium Declaration (MDGs) by Heads of State in
2000 provided further impetus to the need to develop a road map for action.

This document was developed as a collaborative effort of relevant departments within
the Organization at all levels and in consultation with Member States and partners. It
summarizes seven priority areas for action and defines principles to guide their imple-
mentation. The document is intended to contribute to the definition of a new and
common agenda for children and adolescents with Member States and partners, and to
guide the work within the Organization.

Fostering healthy families and individuals is a global imperative to break the vicious
circle of poverty and ill health that affects too many children and young people. Invest-
ing in comprehensive and integrated efforts to improve child and adolescent health and
development is a cost-effective way of securing future prosperity of nations.

We are pleased that the Member States unanimously endorsed their support of
these strategic directions during the Fifty-sixth World Health Assembly in May 2003.
The first necessary political step has been taken. It is now necessary to move swiftly to
focused and coordinated action, to strengthen health systems and community responses,
and reduce the inequities in access to and use of effective interventions that can save
lives and support children and young people in reaching their optimal development
potential.  It is time to translate knowledge into action.
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WHO cannot take this challenge alone. Collaborative partnership is needed. These
will build on the complementary strengths of ministries of health, related ministries
and national institutions, and national and internationals partner organizations. We
appeal to all concerned parties to join hands to help children and young people realize
a better future.

LEE Jong-wook
Director-General



Strategic Directions for Improving the Health and Development of Children and Adolescents

1

Introduction
The world has witnessed a remarkable achievement: child mortality has decreased

from 97 per 1000 live births in the early 1980s to 67 per 1000 live births in 19991.
Effective public health interventions delivered to large numbers of children are respon-
sible for a major part of this success.

Nonetheless, the prevailing situation is unacceptable. In the year 2000, 10.8 mil-
lion children under five years of age died, over half of them due to just five preventable
communicable diseases compounded by malnutrition. In many countries the progress
in reducing deaths has slowed and in some past gains have been reversed. Failure to
effectively address neonatal mortality is one important reason for these trends. Other
reasons include the limited impact that has been made in addressing determinants of ill
health such as malnutrition, unhealthy environments, and low levels of access to and
utilization of quality health care services. Knowledge about the management and pre-
vention of childhood diseases and injuries has increased, but coverage of essential inter-
ventions is modest and is not sufficiently expanding. At the same time, many of the
children who survive are held back from reaching their full potential by poor health and
inadequate care for their intellectual and social development.

Over the past decade, considerable progress has been made in understanding the
factors that affect adolescents, age 10-19 years, and in introducing interventions to
address their health needs. Nevertheless, many adolescents still lack the support they
need for  their development, including  access to information, skills and health services.
New threats, such as the HIV pandemic, take their toll particularly during the adoles-
cent period, and rapidly changing socio-economic circumstances pose considerable chal-
lenges for young people to make a safe transition into adulthood by adopting healthy
behaviours and resisting risk factors.

Our vision is a world in which children and
adolescents enjoy the highest attainable standard of

health and development, a world that meets their
needs, and respects, protects and fulfils their rights,

enabling them to live to their full potential.

1 Ahmad OB, Lopez  AD, Inoue M. The decline in childhood mortality : a reappraisal,   Bulletin of the
World Health Organization, 2000, 78 : (1175-1191)
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