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The 1000 days concept
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What happens in the first 1000 

days?

 Maternal nutritional status at conception 
influences the trajectory of fetal growth and 
development

 Maternal pre-pregnancy nutritional history, i.e. 
height, weight status AND micronutrient status 
(e.g. folate, iron, calcium, vitamin D)

 Influence: 
 risk of preterm birth

 newborn size 

 ↑ death after birth



 During pregnancy, undernutrition can have a 

devastating impact on the healthy growth and 

development of a child 

 Babies who are malnourished in the womb have 

a higher risk of dying in infancy and are more 

likely to face lifelong cognitive and physical 

deficits and chronic health problems

What happens in the first 1000 

days?

http://www.thousanddays.org/about/



What happens in the first 1000 

days?

 For infants and children < 2, the consequences 

of undernutrition are particularly severe, often 

irreversible, and reach far into the future

 Failure to thrive…

 Overnutrition is increasingly in the spot-light
Black et al 2013 – Lancet Series 



 Maternal overweight and obesity leads to 

several adverse maternal and foetal 

complications during pregnancy, delivery, and 

after birth 

 Obese pregnant women are four times more 

likely to develop diabetes mellitus during 

pregnancy and two times more likely to develop 

very high blood pressure compared with women 

with a normal weight
Black et al 2013 – Lancet Series

What happens in the first 1000 

days?



 During birth and delivery, maternal obesity is 

associated with birth trauma

 Death (mother and/or baby), very large baby 

haemorrhage (bleeding), caesarean delivery, infection)

 After birth, obese women are more likely to 

delay or fail to breastfeed and have more weight 

retention

 If there was a history of diabetes during 

pregnancy - ↑risk of diabetes after birth; also 

obesity and heart disease 

What happens in the first 1000 

days?



 Early womb environment - role in programming 

baby’s genetic codes, affecting health in later life

 Maternal overweight & obesity at time of 

pregnancy increases risk for childhood obesity 

that continues into adolescence and early 

adulthood
Black et al 2013 – Lancet Series 

What happens in the first 1000 

days?



 Birth – 2 years

 Substantial brain development

 Attainment of 50% of adult height

 Critical period for fat development

 Deficits and excesses established during this 

time period are hard to overcome

What happens in the first 1000 

days?

Acknowledgement: Guiocommo Pirozzi, UNICEF photographer



Brain development is affected at critical periods
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What happens in the first 1000 

days?
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In 1 000 days we can change the 

future!

 Investment: short - medium - long?

 By focusing on improving nutrition for mothers 

and children in the 1 000 day window, we can 

help ensure a child can live a healthy and 

productive life

 Investing in better nutrition in the 1 000 day 

window can also help families, communities and 

countries break the cycle of poverty

http://www.thousanddays.org/about/



In 1 000 days we can change the 

future!

 As a result, leading scientists, economists and 

health experts agree that improving nutrition 

during the critical 1000 day window is one of the 

best investments we can make to achieve 

lasting progress in global health and 

development 

 Every $ spent on nutrition

 = $16 in return! 

Hoddinott et al, 2011; Black et al 2013 – Lancet Series



In 1 000 days we can change the 

future!

 The right nutrition during 1 000 day window can:

 save more than one million lives each year;

 significantly reduce the human and economic burden 

of diseases such as TB, malaria and HIV/AIDS;

 reduce the risk for developing various non-

communicable diseases such as diabetes, and other 

chronic conditions later in life;

 improve an individual’s educational achievement and 

earning potential; and,

 increase a country’s GDP by at least 2-3 percent 

annually http://www.thousanddays.org/about/



Where are we looking for the 

answers to improved nutrition?





Solutions that make a difference
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A comprehensive approach

 A new framework (Lancet 2013 publication) 

shows the dietary, behavioural, and health 

determinants of:

 optimum nutrition, growth and development  

 How these are affected by:

 underlying food security, caregiving resources, and 

environmental conditions

 Which are in turn shaped by: 

 economic and social conditions, national and global 

contexts, resources, and governance.



Black et al 2013 – Lancet Series 



Black et al 2013 – Lancet Series 



Black et al 2013 – Lancet Series 



Black et al 2013 – Lancet Series 



Black et al 2013 – Lancet Series 



Commitments to first 1 000 days

 Significant progress over the last 4-5 decades in 

growing the evidence-base to address optimal 

Infant and Young Child Feeding

 This has been translated into: 

 policies 

 guidelines 

 programmes

 pledges (in the form of political commitments) 

(UNICEF Programming guide, 2011)



...........

Commitments to first 1 000 days

Despite key 

developments, 

progress in 

IYCN 

on a global 

and local level

is evidently weak
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Scaling up commitment and 

capacity
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Commitments to 1 000 days in SA

 Policies, guidelines, pledges, 

programmes…commitments… 

 Although there is political commitment to 

improving the nutrition situation in SA, many 

challenges still remain, primarily as not all the 

commitments have been translated into concrete 

actions, specifically at provincial and district 

levels (SA-DoH, LA 2009)



What needs to happen in SA now? 
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Commitment and Capacity building

“Nested rings of responsibilities”

Acknowledgement: Engesveen 2008 & Kent  2000



Conclusion

 Definition - Enabling environment: 

“political and policy processes that build and sustain 

momentum for the effective implementation of 

actions that reduce malnutrition”

 (PEOPLE centred-approach: Du Plessis et al, 2018)

 Three linked elements for enabling environment

 knowledge and evidence

 politics and governance

 capacity and resources 

Gillespie et al, Lancet Series, 2013



Thank you!
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Questions / Discussion
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