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REVIEW ARTICLE

The social determinants of early child development: An overview
Stefania Maggi,1 Lori J. Irwin,2 Arjumand Siddiqi3 and Clyde Hertzman2

1Institute of Interdisciplinary Studies and Department of Psychology, Carleton University, Ottawa, Canada, 2Human Early Learning Partnership, The University

of British Columbia, Vancouver, Canada, 3Department of Health Behavior and Health Education, University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill, USA

Aim: This paper offers an overview of the current state of knowledge of the critical social determinants of child development and the complex
ways in which these can influence health trajectories.
Methods: We conducted an overview of the research conducted by medical and social scientists in the attempt to uncover the conditions
under which children reach optimal health and developmental.
Results: The first years of life represent a critical period during which trajectories of health vulnerability are determined by the complex
interplay between biological, genetic, and environmental conditions.
Conclusions: There are fundamental principles of optimal child development that apply to all human beings, regardless of language and
culture.
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Introduction

Social determinants are factors characterising the environments
that individuals are ‘exposed’ to and that can influence lifelong
developmental and health outcomes. Social determinants
act at different levels of influence, interact with one another,
and represent a broad array of characteristics that are not of a
biological or genetic basis but rather are entrenched in the
interactions between individuals and social and physical envi-
ronments: living conditions; interpersonal relationship between
children, parents and peers; socio-demographics of the family;
learning environments of day cares and schools; access to green

spaces; neighbourhood safety; and socio-political context are
examples of some of the most important social determinants of
child development.

The first years of life represent a critical period during which
lifelong trajectories of health vulnerability are determined by
the complex interplay between social determinants. Because of
the potential for intervention on environmental conditions to
improve health outcomes of populations, researchers, govern-
ments, and policy makers have been increasingly attempting to
better understand the conditions under which children reach
optimal health and developmental outcomes. For example, in
2004 the WHO Commission on Social Determinants of Health
was formed with the objective of advancing knowledge and
promoting global interventions on the social and environmental
conditions that determine health and development throughout
the lifespan.

Social determinants play a critical role in the early phases of
conception, pregnancy and post-natal periods of children’s
development. Sensitive periods in brain and biological develop-
ment start prenatally and continue throughout childhood and
adolescence. The extent to which these processes lead to healthy
development depends upon the qualities of stimulation,
support, and nurturance in the social environments in which
children live, learn and grow.1 By school age, development has
been influenced by factors at three levels of society: family,
neighbourhood/village and the broader societal level. Socio-
economic gradients in health across the life course begin as
socio-economic gradients in early child development. Thus, the
social environment is a fundamental determinant of early child
development and, in turn, early child development is a deter-
minant of health, well-being, and learning skills across the
balance of the life course.

Key Points

1 We offer a cross-cultural analysis of the social determinants of
early child development by integrating knowledge about dif-
ferent levels of aggregation (i.e., the family, neighbourhoods/
communities, and socio-political context).

2 There are fundamental principles of optimal child develop-
ment that apply to all human beings, regardless of language
and culture.

3 There is a need for the international community to acknowl-
edge that it is necessary to simultaneously promote the con-
ditions that decrease child mortality while promoting the
conditions for optimal child development.
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Processes of influence in early child development

Exposure to both beneficial and adverse circumstances over the
life course will vary and will constitute a unique individual ‘life
exposure trajectory’ which will manifest as different expressions
of health and well-being. Three separate processes have been
proposed to influence children’s development – latency, pathways
and cumulative processes – and are thought to operate in
complex and interrelated manners.2

‘Latent effects’ occur when the effect of early exposure to
biological or environmental factors becomes manifest years and
decades later regardless of intervening experience. One vivid
example is the ‘fetal origins hypothesis’ (or Barker Hypothesis);
early 20th-century British birth records reveal that birthweight,
placenta size and first-year weight gain increase the risk of
cardiovascular disease in the fifth decade irrespective of factors
that come in between.

‘Cumulative effects’ refer to the accumulation of positive and
negative exposures over the life course, influencing health and
development based on duration and intensity of exposure to
these risk factors.3,4 Cumulative effects may occur either
because of multiple exposures to a single recurrent factor or
because of a series of exposures to different factors. An
example of the former is that low parental occupational class
throughout childhood is a stronger predictor of poor health in
adulthood than parent’s low occupational class at any single
point in time.5 The effects of multiple exposures are seen in the
1958 British birth cohort where chronic illness and disability at
age 33 were predicted by factors in early life (childhood socio-
economic disadvantage and height), in adolescence (behav-
ioural adjustment), and in adult life (injury and underweight/
overweight).6,7

Finally, ‘pathway effects’ refer to the way that early events
set individuals on well-worn life pathways that, in turn,
lead to particular social destinations that influence health and
well-being. For example, early life social origins influence
readiness for school8 and then, cognitive, emotional, and
behavioural readiness for school subsequently affect school
success and social adjustment.9–12 Later, adults with less edu-
cation demonstrate poorer self-reported health, higher rates of
mortality13–15, more harmful health-related behaviours such as
smoking and unhealthy diet, and failure to use preventive
health care.16,17

Latent, cumulative and pathway effects interact with daily
experiences to ‘explain’ health status across the life course at
various levels of social aggregation. Health status is an emer-
gent property of the ongoing interactions between the indi-
vidual (at each stage of development across the life course)
and the conditions he or she encounters in the family, neigh-
bourhood, and broader socio-political environments. In sum,
the literature suggests that both life course and societal factors
need to be considered together in order to fully understand
children’s developmental trajectories of education and health.
For children who survive the early years, the complexity of
the influences on the outcome of their development dramati-
cally increases in the first years of life. The influences on
optimal development act at different levels such as the family,
the neighbourhood/community and the broader socio-political
context.

Fundamental Principles of Optimal
Child Development

While there is great variation between cultures of the specific
‘meanings’ assigned to social determinants, there are funda-
mental principles of optimal physical, socio-emotional, and
cognitive/language development that apply to all human beings
across cultures and ethnic backgrounds. In this paper we offer
an overview of selected research findings that are less attached
to specific cultural meanings but rather have greater relevance
from a cross-cultural perspective.

In the following sections we present an overview of the lit-
erature outlining the different levels of influence for the most
important social determinants of health and development from
conception to young school-age children. The scope of this work
includes prenatal development to 8 years of age from the stand-
point of how it influences health across the life course taking a
developmental perspective on schooling including education as
a social determinant of health. The relative contribution to
healthy child development of the three main levels of influence
(i.e. the family, neighbourhood and socio-political context) is
also discussed.

Prenatal and perinatal periods (from conception
to birth)

The idea that maternal health and fetal development are critical
determinants of adult health gained increased recognition
throughout the 1990s. Particularly relevant to this emerging
field of knowledge is what is now known as ‘Barker’s hypoth-
esis’. Barker18 observed that low-birthweight infants had greater
likelihood for developing coronary heart disease in their
late middle age. The subsequent refinement of the Barker
hypothesis19 focused on the idea that metabolism can become
‘imprinted’ during the prenatal period and that these perma-
nent metabolic changes have an impact on health outcomes of
individuals later in the life course. This hypothesis has given rise
to a whole field of study of the developmental origins of
adult disease (for a recent review see Chapin et al.20). Currently,
researchers are trying to understand the prenatal conditions
(including contextual experiences) that are associated with
healthy fetal growth and how post-natal conditions modify the
influences of fetal experience.

Epidemiological research in the area of fetal health has also
focused on maternal lifestyle factors that affect the growing
fetus. Maternal nutritional intake is one of these critical factors
affecting fetal health, low birthweight and subsequent health
outcomes during childhood into adulthood. Poor nutrition
is most frequently associated with family poverty, little or
no parental education, and unstable working conditions or
unemployment for families.21 This is particularly evident in
developing countries struggling with great socio-economic dis-
advantages, lack of supply of nutritious food, and lack of effec-
tive prenatal education and preventive services. Thus, fetal
nutrition is directly linked to structural factors. However, poor
nutrition also affects fetal health outcomes in developed coun-
tries20 where rising rates of obesity are observed among poor
and uneducated populations that can be traced back to maternal
fetal nutritional habits.22
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Poverty and malnutrition have been shown to negatively
affect both maternal and fetal health and are two major factors
responsible for higher infant and child mortality rates observed
in developing countries. In 2000, about half of all child deaths
globally occurred in India, Nigeria, China, Pakistan, Democratic
Republic of Congo and Ethiopia. Two-thirds of these deaths
were preventable, yet Jones et al.23 suggests that appropriate
interventions were currently available in these countries but
were not effectively implemented. Maternal malnutrition is also
associated with poor physical development including essential
brain development of the fetus. Particularly important is the
presence of fatty acids in the maternal diet. Many studies have
shown that insufficient presence of fatty acids in the fetus retinal
and neural membranes is associated with, among other things,
reduced visual function and behavioural abnormalities in
infants.24,25 Because specific fatty acids (i.e. n-6 and n-3) cannot
be produced by the human body, these need to be accumulated
by the fetus and accessed through placental transfer. A diet poor
in fatty acids will not provide the fetus with these essential
elements that are associated with healthy physical and brain
development.

The developing brain

Studies in neurobiology, neurodevelopment and early inter-
vention show that conception to school age is a critically
important time in brain development. The brain of the devel-
oping fetus produces brain cells (neurons) at a rate of tens of
millions per week such that by the time a baby is born, it has
virtually all the neurons it will ever have. However, the
neurons of a newborn are not connected together the way
they are in an adult brain, but rather as a kind of random
mass. Prior to school age there is a rapid process of ‘sculpting’
of neuron-to-neuron connections, during which some connec-
tions are reinforced and others die away. This process is cru-
cially important because human experience is an essential
determinant of the manner and degree of connectedness. A
well-sculpted brain is one with a dense network of connec-
tions between various sensing and expressive pathways within
the brain. The brain sculpts itself in response to two influ-
ences. The first influence is the wide range of stimuli in the
environment of the newborn: visual, verbal, emotional, physi-
cal, touch, smell and taste. The second influence is biological:
pre-programmed ‘critical periods’ in brain development,
during which specific areas of the brain ‘turn on’ and become
ready to receive environmental stimuli. During critical periods,
neuron-to-neuron connections are sculpted that, in turn,
engender specific developmental competencies: cognitive (lan-
guage and quantitative), sensory, muscular, emotional, behav-
ioural and social.4

Brain development and health

The current best understandings of the biological and environ-
mental influences on children’s development may be sum-
marised as follows: spending one’s early years in a not
stimulating, emotionally and physically unsupportive environ-
ment will affect brain development in adverse ways and lead

to cognitive, social, and behavioural delays. The problems that
children so affected will display early in school will lead them
to experience much more acute and chronic stress than
others, which will have both physiological and life-course con-
sequences. Because the central nervous system ‘talks to’ the
immune, hormone and clotting systems, systematic differences
in life experience will increase or decrease levels of resistance
to disease. This will change the long-term function of vital
organs of the body and lead to socio-economic differentials in
morbidity and mortality. This process whereby human expe-
rience affects health over the life course is called ‘biological
embedding.’

As the preceding paragraphs make clear, the process of devel-
opment is influenced not only by a child’s nutritional and health
status but also by the kind of interactions – beginning in utero –
an infant/child develops with caregivers in their environment.
The notions of biological embedding and neuronal sculpting
highlight the importance of contextual influences upon physi-
ological development, the association between psychosocial
environments and immune responses, as well as bonding/
attachment and neuroendocrine responses.26,27

There is a biological foundation for understanding social pro-
cesses that can create individual differences in how children
interpret and respond to their environment. We know that early
environments influence individual children’s development
independent of and in combination with a child’s biologic char-
acteristics, and there is a growing awareness of specific periods
in children’s brain development that affect children’s health
outcomes over time.28–31 Cynader and Frost32 corroborate this
position, observing that ‘[d]uring development, information
from genetic sources, the material environments, and biological
and social environments all contribute in complementary ways
and at critical times during neural differentiation to forge com-
petencies’ (p. 154). Thus, knowledge of the presence or absence
of enriched environments during critical periods of develop-
ment is of utmost importance from conception to eight years of
age and beyond. What happens to a child and the opportunities
provided to a child in the first years are crucial in determining
lifelong outcomes.

Child survival and child development

The social determinants of poorer birth outcomes (e.g. low
birthweight) and higher rates of infant and child mortality are
also critical determinants of child development and well-being
among the survivors. Mortality rates are still unacceptable in
most developing countries (88 per 1000 children – the rate in
the world’s poorest countries is –120 per 1000). Yet many more
children ‘survive’ and are exposed to environments and early
experiences that we need to pay attention to as they can undermine
children’s ability to develop into healthy individuals.33

Grantham-McGregor et al.34 estimate that 200 million children
in developing countries alone are not developing to their full
potential. We need to simultaneously sustain attention to creating
the conditions that decrease child mortality while maintaining
focus on early child development. Thus, child survival and child
development should not be conceived as two competing
agendas but rather as synergistic agendas. A focus on survival to
the exclusion of development begs the question survival to what?
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Indeed, we should be placing emphasis on the synergy between all
the developmental domains, including not only physical growth
and nutrition for survival but also language/cognitive and
social/emotional development.

Preschool and school age (from birth to 8 years
of age)

A key requisite for optimal child development is secure attach-
ment to a trusted caregiver, with consistent caring, support and
affection early in life. A child’s, adolescent’s, and, ultimately, an
adult’s emotional health and habitual way of reacting to new
situations have their basis in the early relationships between the
infant/toddler and the people primarily responsible for his or
her care. An infant develops the capability of emotional control
before his or her first birthday and a sense of ‘attachment’ to his
or her caregivers within the first year. This ‘attachment’ is the
extent to which the infant develops trust that the caregiver
will respond promptly and appropriately, thereby providing a
sense of security. If the level of trust is high, the ‘attachment’ is
described as ‘secure’. Infants and toddlers with a secure attach-
ment use the emotional and physical security that it provides as
a base from which to explore things and people in the environ-
ment. Successful attempts at exploration increase the child’s
self-confidence and encourage more exploration. Thus, the
child begins to learn about and master his or her environment
and to gain in both competence and self-confidence.2

While the environments that children live in shape their
long-term health, nutrition for newborns and infants continues
to play a critical role where adequate supplies of fatty acids need
to be provided by the infant diet. During the first months of life,
breastfeeding plays an important role in providing children with
the necessary nutrients. The advantages of breastfeeding in the
first year of life are well documented.35 Not only is breastfeeding
associated with healthier physical, brain and social development
but in developing countries exclusive breastfeeding can be pro-
tective of several types of diarrhoeal disease which is one of the
primary causes of infant and child mortality.36 Breastfeeding also
encourages important attachment processes with the caregiver,
providing children with feelings of security. Beyond infancy,
nutrition will continue to play a critical role in children’s ability
to learn. Children who are hungry during school are prevented
from benefiting from education both in developed and devel-
oping countries37–39, while younger children may be impaired in
their ability to interact effectively with their physical and social
environments.

Family influences

Families are the first environments with which children interact
from birth. They are critically important in providing children
with stimulation, support and nurturance.37 These qualities, in
turn, are influenced by the resources that families have to
devote to child-raising (strongly influenced by income), their
style of parenting, and their tendency to provide a rich and
responsive language environment (strongly influenced by
parental levels of education). Thus, family-level characteristics
may influence children’s development in both a positive and a

negative manner, as risk and protective factors.29 While the
concept of ‘family’ may differ depending on the socio-cultural
and historic context in which it is observed (e.g. immediate
family, extended family, village or clan) here we refer to family
as relationships defined by kinship links to the child and the
prospect of links of intimacy to the child. We suggest that the
definition of ‘family’ or ‘household’ is less critical than defining
the characteristics of ‘optimal early childhood environments’
that support child development and transcend any particular
definition of ‘family’.40

Over three decades ago North American researchers began
observing that children who lived in families with very low
income did not acquire the same level of verbal and cognitive
skills as children who did not live in poor families.41 It was
argued that poverty put children at risk because of the deficien-
cies in resources associated with poverty such as poor nutrition,
including calcium, vitamins, and protein deficiencies, which are
all essential elements for healthy physical development and
cognitive growth. Recent studies have also documented that
children from economically disadvantaged families have poorer
academic achievement, social skills and cognitive functioning
than children who are not from economically disadvantaged
families.42–47 These same studies have identified other important
social aspects of a child’s environment that are associated with
a healthy early child development. Factors such as adequate
maternal nutrition, maternal mental and physical health,
parental stress and depression, parenting styles, unemployment,
limited or no income, housing conditions, and neighbourhood
quality are some of the most important determinants of early
child development identified in recent research. These family-
level characteristics have important implications for both
optimal child health outcomes and school achievement.

Poverty and cognitive/language development

Living in family poverty has long been implicated in children’s
health, development, school performance and achieve-
ment,30,48,49 and poor health in adulthood.30,50–52 For example,
Hart and Risley53 found that race, ethnicity and gender did not
matter for language acquisition for young children but that
social class did matter. Compared with their more economically
advantaged counterparts, there were significant differences in
the richness of the language environment for children from
economically disadvantaged families, which resulted in the chil-
dren having poorer language acquisition. Family poverty can
also affect the extent to which children’s basic needs are met:
needs such as safe housing, nutritious meals and high-quality
child care.54 Brooks-Gunn studied the effects of family income
on behaviour and IQ and found that psychological resources
such as family networks of support, high maternal education
and positive maternal mental health mediated children’s scores.
In addition, Brooks-Gunn, Berlin and Fuligni55 have demon-
strated that the home environment can either buffer or exacer-
bate the effect of low family income on children’s cognitive
ability.

Family-level factors, such as low maternal education, poor
maternal mental health and lack of family networks, have been
demonstrated to pose risks to early child development.2,54 In the
case of poor parental mental health, in situations of extreme
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poverty or high levels of family stress (which could be associated
with either of the preceding factors), important parent–child
interactions may be impaired, resulting in fewer opportunities
for learning experiences in the home.31,56 Single parenthood
has also been shown to be more highly associated with depres-
sion, three times the level found in co-parenting individuals.
When socio-economic factors are considered, the rate of single-
parent depression drops to only twice that of co-parenting
individuals.57 As stated earlier, depression and adverse child
outcomes are linked. For instance, the severity and chronicity of
maternal depression are predictive of disturbances in child
development.58

Parenting and child development

Parenting style is a fundamental influence on child develop-
ment. Infancy/early childhood is the period during which inter-
actions with parents provide the foundations for development
of trust that is an essential element for children to ‘know’ that
they can safely explore environments and learn from those
explorations.59–61 A ‘responsive’ parenting style is what allows
children to safely explore environments, and that responsive
parenting consistently provided in the early years puts children
on a positive developmental trajectory throughout childhood
and adolescence.62 In turn, children who have successfully
explored environments and have had positive learning experi-
ences during their infancy and early childhood are more likely
to develop cognitive abilities that are needed to assimilate infor-
mation from one learning experience and apply it to other
similar contexts.63 Parental behaviours such as positive rein-
forcement, displays of warmth and affection, and consistent
disciplinary strategies (known as authoritative parenting) result
in fewer child behaviour problems and relate positively to aca-
demic competence and positive peer relations that, in turn,
enhance a child’s health.43,64 The benefits of positive and respon-
sive parenting have been widely documented and relate to the
socio-emotional domain56,59,65 as well as to the development of
cognitive abilities.66 While some literature associates negative
parenting strategies with low income, Chao and Willms’s67

study, using data from the Canadian National Longitudinal
Survey of Children and Youth, demonstrated that both positive
and negative parenting practices were found at all levels of
socio-economic status. Positive parenting strategies have also
been shown to provide a buffer for poor child outcomes in
families experiencing adverse circumstances. For instance, posi-
tive parenting has been found to buffer the expected effects of
factors such as financial strain and parental divorce through
building children’s coping resources.2,68

The ability of parents to provide positive parenting can be
hindered by socio-economic or personal circumstances such as
unemployment, stress and/or depression. Several studies have
documented that women who live in poverty with young chil-
dren are more likely to be depressed than non-low-income
women.45,69–71 In turn, maternal depression is associated with
language and cognitive problems, poor social skills, and behav-
ioural problems in infancy and early childhood.72–75 The effect of
parental depression on the ability of children to engage in social
interactions and object recognition are observable as early as
2 months of age.76 In addition, infants of depressed mothers

show a greater degree of ‘stress’ response as indicated by higher
heart rate and cortisol levels than infants of non-depressed
mothers.77 Furthermore, mothers with depression have been
found to have difficulties in providing their children with posi-
tive and responsive parenting.78–83

Research on family and parental influences on early chid
development has produced some lessons that should apply
world-wide. However, such research has also been primarily
produced in developed Western societies, limiting the extent to
which our current knowledge applies to other cultures, espe-
cially those in developing countries. Yet it is reasonable to con-
clude that fostering family environments that are stimulating,
supportive and nurturing will benefit all children regardless of geo-
graphy, ethnicity, language or societal circumstances.37

Neighbourhood influences

At the level of the ‘neighbourhood’ (i.e. neighbourhood, village
or local community), children growing up in a safe area that is
‘cohesive’ in relation to children – where it mobilises resources
formally (creates programmes) and informally (treats its chil-
dren like they belong there) – are less likely to be vulnerable
than children from similar family backgrounds living in unsafe
and non-cohesive neighbourhoods. Neighbourhood character-
istics influence children’s development in a variety of ways84,85:
through stresses (exposure to toxins, and social and psychologi-
cal conditions such as high crime rates), through social organi-
sation (role models, collective efficacy and shared values),
through institutions (function of schools, police, neighbourhood
services, etc.) and through ‘epidemic’ forces (power of peer
influences).

Neighbourhood safety, cohesion, and crowding are a few of
the factors that may influence family practices, family psycho-
logical well-being, and thus children’s development.2,86–91 For
example, concerns regarding safety for children as well as
parents might affect a child’s opportunity to participate in physi-
cal activity in venues such as neighbourhood playgrounds. Such
limitations have a domino effect, inhibiting a child’s social expe-
riences. Research also shows that neighbourhood cohesion may
act to diminish the effects brought on by safety issues, as social
networks may provide supportive enclaves where families and
children feel safe.89

Neighbourhood-level factors influence different child devel-
opmental outcomes to different degrees. Two recent reviews92,93

have reported that the socio-economic status of the neighbour-
hood demonstrates the most consistently powerful effects on
children’s health but that research with school-age children
provides the most consistent evidence of neighbourhood-level
effects. Once children enter school, they have an immediate
increase in their social networks and potential resources from
which they can draw, as the influence of teachers and other
professional, as well as school dynamics (positive or negative),
shape children’s lives at this age.48 For instance, Hertzman,
Brooks-Gunn and Kohen (1999) found that family characteris-
tics buffered the neighbourhood effects of school-readiness
more for toddlers than for older children. These findings suggest
that neighbourhood effects for school readiness measures may
be stronger for children who have more interaction with their
neighbourhoods. School-aged children’s interaction with their
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environments increases at a time when they may not have the
resources for dealing with challenging neighbourhood condi-
tions such as high crime, lack of cohesion, dangerous roadways
and more.94 Reviews showed that neighbourhood effects
are stronger for cognitive and academic indicators than for
behavioural and mental health measures,92,93 while Drukker
et al.’s84 research suggests that children’s mental health
was associated with the degree of informal control in the
neighbourhood.

One notable gap in our knowledge base is evidence on the
degree to which village environments in developing countries
provide successful nurturance for their children. It has often
been suggested that developing-country village life provides a
social/emotional environment and a sense of belonging that
reinforce children’s well-being in what might otherwise be an
unbearable encounter with the living conditions of their society.

Socio-political context

The socio-political context refers to the national wealth and the
economic trajectory of a given society, income distribution, pat-
terns of employment and migration, and longstanding attitudes
to mothers and children, all of which directly or indirectly
influence the conditions under which children grow up, live,
and learn. Embedded in these socio-political factors are funda-
mental causes of lack of attention to early child development
and, also, to preventable inequalities in early child develop-
ment. In the case of the family, there are practical issues of the
degree to which the public sector (state) or civil society in some
form has the capacity or political or cultural will to intervene in
private life.

In the developing nation context, societies struggle with the
atrocities of war, slavery, gender selection and discrimination,
HIV/AIDS pandemic, and other basic survival issues such as
access to clean water and proper sanitation infrastructure. In the
developed nation context, poverty, its causes and its conse-
quences are vastly different than for developing countries.
However, even in these nations, socio-political context has
major implications for the well-being of children, influencing
the proportion of the childhood population exposed to poverty
and the availability of resources crucial for early child develop-
ment. Equally important are the differences that exist within
each country with respect to special populations and/or geo-
graphical areas. For example, one of the greatest challenges for
countries such as Canada, the United States, Australia, and New
Zealand is the elimination of the gap between the health and
educational outcomes of Aboriginal children and those same
outcomes among non-Aboriginal children. For example, the
infant mortality rate for Aboriginal children living in the central
interior of British Columbia, Canada is almost three times as
high as the rest of the population.95 The interior region of British
Columbia is a rural area where a greater proportion of Aborigi-
nal people live in remote reserve communities. In fact, more
that 50% of the Aboriginal population live in rural communi-
ties, and the incidence of low-income people among the
Aboriginals of British Columbia is about 32% compared with
13.5% among the non-Aboriginal population.96 This is only one
example of significant health inequality in a developed country

(i.e. urban vs. rural, Aboriginal vs. non-Aboriginal) that is influ-
enced by the broader socio-political context.

Family economic circumstances are a well-known influence
on early child development. Within any given society the
average probability that families with children will lack the
resources to provide for them will be set by the overall wealth of
that society. However, across the planet, child outcomes differ
dramatically among developing countries with similar gross
domestic products per capita. Thus, if family conditions matter
for early child development then it follows that policy that
affects families matter, too, whether directly through provision
of income or indirectly through policies that shape the environ-
ments where children grow up, live and learn.

While the evidence on the influence of redistributive policies
on family poverty is relatively robust, the relationship between
macro-policy factors and other key determinants of early child
development (such as parenting and neighbourhood condi-
tions) is less well understood.

We know that socio-economic gradients exist in all coun-
tries; we know that policies influence the level of child
poverty; and we know that neighbourhood/village conditions
are determined in part by social policies, for example, the
rationalization of services and downsizing of health care,
welfare and social services policy, and community program-
ming. Broader social, health and environmental policies
(upkeep and presence of playgrounds and green space, pres-
ence of neighbourhood policing office, placement of public
libraries, availability of enrichment programmes, and quality
preschools) influence neighbourhood conditions, which affects
children’s development. It has been posited that the social
meanings that people attach to their environmental circum-
stances ultimately affects their health and contributes to the
social gradients of health observed in population-health stud-
ies.9,30 Nonetheless, while we can make these intuitive con-
nections about direct or indirect effects, there remains a dearth
of literature specifically linking social policy to early child
development.

Conclusions

The critical importance of the first years of life is well acknowl-
edged by researchers and policy makers alike. There is also
ample evidence in the scientific literature that the outcomes of
early child development become lifelong determinants of
health.

The scope of this work was to provide an overview of the
literature on the social determinants of early child development
and integrate knowledge about the different levels of aggrega-
tion here described with the life course implications of early
child development from a cross-cultural perspective. By high-
lighting the complex interplay that exists between the various
levels at which social determinants act, this overview provides
some general principles that can guide wealthy and developing
countries in improving children’s developmental outcomes
during the early years of life and through critical transitions
such as entry to school. While it is important to identify general
principles and mechanisms of functioning of social determi-
nants, it is imperative that researchers continue thriving for a
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better understanding of how the outcome of the interplay
between social determinants is determined by specific cultural
and geographical contexts.
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Quiz

1. What period is believed to be most critical for the determi-
nation of lifelong health outcomes?
a. Conception
b. Early childhood
c. Between conception and mid childhood
d. Adolescence
e. Young adulthood

2. At what levels are social determinants most influential on
healthy child development?
a. Family
b. Neighbourhood/community/clan
c. Socio-political system
d. None of the above
e. All of the above

3. Which of the following statements is not true?
a. Social determinants are those factors describing the role of

social environments in healthy child development
b. The biology and genetic predisposition of the individual

plays a more important role than the social environments
in determining healthy child development

c. Social determinants of child development interact with
biological and genetic predispositions in important ways

d. There are fundamental principles of optimal child devel-
opment that apply to all human beings, regardless of
language and culture.

e. There is a need for the international community to
acknowledge that it is necessary to simultaneously promote
the conditions that decrease child mortality while promot-
ing the conditions for optimal child development.

Answers

1. c)
2. e)
3. b)
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