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By investing in ECD, children, families and 
the country will benefit from:

• Timely young child brain development
• Better cognitive, language and motor 

skills development for 1 and 2 year olds
• Improved social and emotional 

behaviours and wellbeing
• Better school readiness for 3-5 years old
• Improved learning outcomes in school 

and higher levels of education
• A safe and secure environment in which 

children live
• Reduced burdens on health, education 

and social welfare systems
• Increased quality and productivity of 

future labour forces
• Decreased crime rate and social 

insecurity
• Breaking of intergenerational cycles of 

poverty

Early childhood encompasses several 
quite distinct phases: from ‘conception 
to birth’ and from ‘birth to 3 years’, with 
an emphasis on the first 1,000 days (from 
conception to 24 months), followed by the 
pre-primary years (3 years to 5/6 years, or 
the age of school entry). 

WHAT IS EARLY CHILDHOOD 
DEVELOPMENT?

WHY EARLY CHILDHOOD 
DEVELOPMENT?

Early childhood development (ECD) is the continuous 
process of acquiring skills and abilities from conception 
to the age of school entry, in the areas of cognition, 
language, motor, social and emotional development 
– all of which help us to think, solve problems, 
communicate, express emotions and form relationships. 
It is also considered the basis of good health, learning 
productivity, well-being and the basis for the formation 
of future human capital.

The first years of life have a profound effect on a child’s 
future - on brain development, health, happiness, ability 
to learn in school, well-being and even the amount of 
money that can be earned as an adult. 

In this formative stage of life, a baby’s brain can form 
more than 1 million new brain connections every single 
second – a pace never repeated.

Early moments matter. That’s why the right food, 
stimulation and care are essential to a baby’s brain 
development in the first 1,000 days of life.

11 out 
of 17 

ECD contributes to achieve 

Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs). It has been 
identified as one of the 
national accelerators for 
Azerbaijan to achieve the 
SDGs.
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ECD and the SDGs
Goal1. ECD/ECE is one of the most cost-effective strate-
gies for poverty alleviation. Early brain development sets 
children up for the future and enables them to learn skills 
to flourish in a 21st century economy.

Goal 2. Children who receive early stimulation with nutrition 
supplements have better outcomes than children who only 
receive nutrition supplements. ECD/ECE interventions buffer 
the negative effect of stress thereby improving absorption of 
nutritional intake.

Goal 3. ECD interventions early in life set a trajectory for 
good lifelong health. They can lead to lower incidence of 
cardiovascular and non-communicable diseases and can 
increase wellbeing.

Goal 4: Learning begins at birth. ECD/ECE interventions have 
proved to be the foundation for later learning, academic 
success and productivity.

Goal 5: The link between early childhood development and 
women’s economic empowerment is clear. Greater invest-
ment in high-quality and affordable childcare is linked to 
greater opportunities for women’s economic advancement 
and empowerment. 

Goal 8: Adequate childcare is a critical element of the decent 
work agenda. Investments in professionalization of those 
working in early childhood development contribute to full 
and productive employment, especially for women.
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Goal 10. Inequality often begins before birth. ECD/ECE is 
a powerful equalizer. The first few years of a child’s life of-
fers a window of opportunity to provide interventions that 
can close the inequality gap between children born into 
disadvantage and those born with many advantages.

Goal 11. ECD/ECE requires safe spaces that have sustaina-
ble and natural features.

Goal 12. ECD programmes set in place patterns of con-
sumption, attitudes towards conservation and behavioral 
practices that will preserve the environment.

Goal 16.  Early childhood interventions have the potential 
to instill values and behaviours that can reduce violence 
and promote peace. ECD/ECE interventions have been 
shown to lead to lower rates of violence in the home and 
greater social cohesion in communities.

Goal 17. Measurement of ECD/ECE at global, regional and 
national levels can serve as a powerful tool to revitalize 
global partnerships.  

©UNICEF Azerbaijan / 2019
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The goal of ECD is that all young children, including the most vulnerable, achieve their 
developmental potential.  This is enabled by two factors:

• All young children, from birth to school entry, have equitable access to essential qual-
ity health, nutrition, protection and early learning services that address their develop-
mental needs;

• Parents and others who care for children are supported and engaged in nurturing care 
and positive parenting with their young children.

©UNICEF Azerbaijan / 2019
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HOW TO IMPLEMENT ECD
To achieve effective implementation of ECD, integrated programmes with three distinct 
and mutually inter-dependent and reinforcing pillars are recommended:

0-3 years
The first 1000 Days

3 years to school entry 
Learning and readiness

0-school entry
Inclusion from the start

ECD

Three inter-related programme pillars

Nurturing Care for Health, 
Development & Wellbeing

Primary Health Care including 
Universal Progressive Home 
Visiting for Child & Caregiver 

and Other Social Services

Universal, Quality, Inclusive 
Pre-primary Education
Pre-primary Sub-sector 

Strengthening

Detection and Support of 
Delays and Disabilities

Child Development 
Monitoring,

Early Intervention & 
Inclusion



6

E
ar

ly
 c

hi
ld

ho
od

 d
ev

el
op

m
en

t
The ‘nurturing care’ framework refers to five elements essential 

for healthy early childhood development: 

Components
of nurturing

care
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GOOD HEALTH: ADEQUATE NUTRITION: 

RESPONSIVE 
CAREGIVING:

SECURITY AND SAFETY: 

OPPORTUNITIES FOR EARLY LEARNING: 

immunization, treatment and 
prevention of disease, early 
detection and early prevention 
of disabilities, safe water, 
improved sanitation and good 
hygiene.

a diet that meets the needs for optimal 
growth and development, including early 
initiation and continuation of exclusive 
breastfeeding for at least six months, diet 
diversity and frequent feeding.

engagement with a parent or 
others who care for children, that 
can include responsive feeding, 
cuddling, playing, singing or talking.

protection from violence, abuse, 
neglect, environmental hazards 
including air pollution, and prolonged 
exposure to other adversities such as 
trauma and stress.

access to preschool and other early learning opportunities involving toys, books and 
interactive engagement with adults and other children.
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It is estimated there are around 1.2 million children between 0-6 
years old in Azerbaijan, representing about 12 per cent of the total 
population. Although ECD is a new concept in Azerbaijan, there 
have been continuous efforts to improve health and nutrition, 
early learning and protection of young children, although 
challenges still remain.

ECD in Azerbaijan today

PROGRESS AND KEY ACHIEVEMENTS
• Continuous decrease of infant and under-5 mortality (since the mid 1990s), with less 

than 25 deaths per 1,000 live births according to UN estimates. 
• High coverage of immunization among young children, providing a preventive envi-

ronment for communicable disease control.
• Implementation of several State Programmes on improvement of mother and child 

health, immunization, mandatory annual check-ups of children up to 18 years of age 
for early detection and early prevention of illnesses and disabilities.

• Approval of the National Action Plan for 2018-2019 on early detection and treatment 
of disabilities among children. An Early Detection and Early Intervention Initiative 
for children with disabilities (EDEPI) has continued to expand, with an increase of 
31 per cent in the number of families seeking referral services for early intervention 
since 2015.

• Improvement of access to preschool learning with over 75 per cent preschool en-
rolment for children at age 5 through scaling up of a School Readiness Programme, 
and over 3,000 children aged 3-4 years old in 100 communities accessing a Commu-
nity-Based Early Learning programme - in addition to existing kindergarten pro-
grammes that have been in place for several years.

• Almost universal, more accurate birth registration resulting from the introduction of 
the International Definition of Live Births and digitalization of national civil registra-
tion and vital statistics.

• Implementation of paid maternity and paternity leave, as well as a National Code of 
Marketing of Breastmilk Substitutes amongst existing policies in support of ECD. 
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MAJOR CHALLENGES
• Effective nutrition for young children remains a challenge, with a continuous low ex-

clusive breastfeeding rate of just 12 per cent for the first 6 months of life; 
• Stunting (children whose height is lower than would be expected for their age), a 

proxy indicator for poor early childhood nutrition, is also high:  18 per cent of chil-
dren under 5 are stunted and 7.6 per cent severely stunted (2013 National Nutrition 
Survey).

• High anaemia prevalence among both pregnant women and young children  
• Quality of care and capacities of health care workers are insufficient. Communi-

ty-based services, such as home-visiting, counselling parents on child nutrition and 
nurturing care, raising awareness of the population on healthy nutrition including 
the importance of breastfeeding, necessity of child immunization, overall health 
literacy and informed decision-making, are not in place.

• Equity, access and quality of early childhood education remain a challenge. Access 
to preschool education remains low, at 36 per cent for children aged 3-6 years. Un-
equal access to early education is particularly evident amongst children from rural 
and remote areas and children with disabilities.

• Little awareness of parent’s role in ECD including nurturing care, early stimulation, 
monitoring of child development delay and disabilities. Development of parenting 
skills is not seen as a priority. Family and parenting education is implemented in a 
fragmented way, mostly through small-scale projects.

• More work needs to be undertaken to provide social support to the most vulnerable 
families and create a safe and secure environment for young children, including no 
institutionalization of children below 3 years old and prevention of injury, neglect, 
violence and abuse. 

• Supportive policies, such as maternity and paternity leave, are not applied by all 
employers. There is no monitoring for the implementation of the National Code of 
Marketing of Breastmilk Substitutes. 

• Limited research and data on ECD remain a challenge. 
• There is no integrated ECD policy, strategy and action plan, with current pro-

grammes for young children being sector-based.
• Insufficient financial investment in young children through ECD policies and pro-

grammes.
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FOUR CRITICAL INVESTMENTS TO EXPAND ECD IN AZERBAIJAN 
To build on the initial steps taken in Azerbaijan to deliver ECD programmes, four key 
actions are recommended:

Provide dedicated leadership for early childhood 
development programmes and coordinate efforts 
more effectively across sectors. Invest urgently in 
services that give young children, especially the 
most deprived, the best start in life.

Create an inter-ministerial coordinating body 
that can bring sectors together, including health, 
nutrition, education and child protection, to 
develop and deliver integrated early cognitive 
development services and programmes. Collect 
data on essential indicators of early childhood 
development and track progress. Develop a 
national integrated strategy on early childhood 
development. Increase financial investment in 
early childhood development through both public 
and private sources.

Build capacity of frontline workers to deliver 
quality care to young children and families

The delivery of quality services requires that the 
ECD workforce (doctors, nurses, nutrition spe-
cialists, community health workers, midwives, 
care providers, early years’ educators, social 
workers) is adequately trained in the essential 
aspects of nurturing care and early develop-
ment. But it also requires building the capacity 
of policy-makers, technical decision makers and 
managers to improve legislation and policies 
related to ECD.

Expand access to effective, inclusive and es-
sential early childhood development services 
in homes, schools, communities and health 
clinics.

Identify and use appropriate structures – such as 
clinics, community centres, schools, home-visits 
– to deliver inclusive and quality early stimula-
tion and care services. Adding early cognitive 
development services to all the existing health 
and education service-delivery programmes is 
affordable, estimated as US $ 0.50 per capita per 
annum. There should be greater focus on ensur-
ing alternative family care for all children below 3 
years old without parents as this period is critical 
for a child’s brain development and growth.

Establish programmes to engage and support 
families and others who care for children.

Parents and others who care for children are key 
to enabling a child benefit from its earliest years. 
Governments can support parents and others 
through making family-friendly early childhood 
development policies a national priority, as well 
as a private sector imperative, and through tar-
geted parenting education programmes, multi-
media campaigns and educational materials that 
explain to parents and others their importance in 
children’s lives, and how their active engagement 
impacts their child’s development and future 
physical, educational and emotional growth. 

1 2

3 4
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RETURN ON INVESTMENT 

THE BEST START TO LIFE IS THE RIGHT OF EVERY CHILD.
INVESTING IN EARLY CHILDHOOD DEVELOPMENT IS 

INVESTING IN THE COUNTRY’S FUTURE

Investing in early childhood development is not only the right thing to do — it’s the smart 
thing to do. There is global evidence that such investments deliver measurable dividends.1

• Return on investment for individuals: programmes that provide early nutrition, stimu-
lation and protection can improve individual adult earnings by almost 25 per cent. 

• Return on investment for societies: investments in early childhood development pro-
grammes, starting with the youngest children, yield a more than 13 per cent return in re-
duced poverty and income gaps and increased prosperity and economic competitiveness.  

• ECD programmes are affordable: on average, ECD programmes cost $0.50 per child 
per year when added to existing health and nutrition service-delivery programmes. 

• The cost of inaction is high, for people and for governments: governments spend 2-3 
times the cost of ECD programmes in related health and education programmes by 
not making these initial investments from the start of a child’s life. 

©UNICEF Azerbaijan / 2019

1 Advancing Early Childhood Development: from Science to Scale, Lancet, https://www.thelancet.com/series/ECD2016
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