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Strengthening 
Primary Health Care
to Promote Optimal Child 
Development

A practical global toolkit that 
supports national and sub-national 
planning for promoting young 
children's development in PHC.



Global Toolkit Development Process

Conducted a comprehensive 
review of existing guidance, 
resources, academic 
literature, and program 
documents on nurturing care, 
child development in LMICs, 
and PHC strengthening.

Consulted with a broad range 
of stakeholders – including 
governments, partners, 
practitioners, and experts – to 
gather diverse perspectives and 
ensure relevance across 
context.

Leveraged guidance to develop 
action plans in Kenya, 
Mozambique, and Tanzania and 
integrated lessons learned 
from the action planning 
process to iterate on and 
refine the toolkit

The Global Toolkit was developed through a consultative and iterative process, ensuring the 
guidance provided is evidence-based, responsive to the needs of PHC systems, and 
actionable for PHC decision-makers.

DEVELOP AND 
ITERATE THE 

GLOBAL TOOLKIT



This work builds off critical guidance from a number of resources, 
including from WHO and UNICEF.

Nurturing Care Handbook Nurturing Care Practice Guide
Operationalizing Nurturing Care 

for Early Childhood Development
Checklist for Promoting Nurturing 

Care in PHC Facilities



Scope of the Toolkit

Organized by 
WHO Health 

System Building 
Blocks

Focused on 
Children Ages 

0 – 3

Nurturing Care 
Components



Purpose and Structure 

PART 1

Setting the Stage
• Rationale for promoting 

nurturing care in PHC
• Systems approach framework
• Process for developing an action 

plan to strengthen PHC to 
promote optimal child 
development

PART 2

How to promote optimal child 
development across each Health 
Systems Building Block:
• Service Delivery
• Leadership and Governance
• Health Workforce
• Health Information System
• Sustainable Financing

ANNEX

Supporting Resources
• Illustrative PHC Interventions
• Enabling Factors and Actions that 

Support Promotion of Nurturing 
Care in PHC

• Reflection Questions
• Tools to Support the Strengthening 

of PHC to Promote Nurturing Care 
for Optimal Child Development

TOOLKIT STRUCTURE
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Part I: Setting the Stage



Why Primary Health Care?

Through PHC, impressive strides have been made in good health and 
adequate nutrition (e.g., growth monitoring, kangaroo care, breastfeeding 
counseling)

PHC provides an opportunity to accelerate holistic child 
development outcomes 

▪ Global under-5 mortality rates has dropped
▪ Stunting prevalence globally declined
▪ Vaccination rates have steadily increased
▪ Exclusive breastfeeding has increased



Strengthening nurturing care can spur progress for PHC

However, this may not always be the case… feasibility, risks, and benefits must be considered

Provide a more 
holistic package of 

services

Improved well-child 
visit attendance

Improved perception 
of health services by 

caregivers

Increased health 
seeking behaviors and 
early identification of 

developmental delays



Part II: How can you take a systems 
approach to promoting nurturing care for 

optimal child development in primary 
health care?
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WHO Health System Building Blocks is used as an organizing and 
analytical framework for the Global Toolkit.



Choose your starting point

Service Delivery Leadership & 
Governance

Sustainable 
Financing

Health Information 
SystemsHealth Workforce

Given that actions to promote nurturing care can take place across the entire PHC system or within specific health systems 
building blocks, the resource is structured to allow users to access and engage with specific building blocks based on ongoing 
conversations and areas of interest.

Start with the building block most relevant to your priorities.



Inside each Building Block

Enabling factors to 
promote optimal child 
development in PHC

Practical actions for PHC 
decision-makers to take 

to realize enabling 
factors

Case studies & examples 
for LMICs

Tools and resources
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Service Delivery

ENABLING FACTORS

Prioritizing contact points by their potential for high impact

Optimizing community-based approaches 

Reinforcing interventions across different contact points 

Fostering caregiver-provider conversations about the child's development 
through ongoing developmental monitoring and counseling

Providing targeted support to children where needed



Illustrative Interventions to Promote Nurturing Care in PHC 

Skin-to-skin contact and Kangaroo Care

Rooming-in for mothers and young infants

Responsive Feeding

» Information, support, and counseling on responsive 
feeding

Responsive Caregiving

» Information, support and counseling to promote 
caregiver sensitivity and responsiveness to children's 
cues

Caregiver Well-being

» Support and/or referral for caregiver depression and 
other mental health concerns and assessment of 
caregiver mental health

Early Learning

» Information, support, and counseling to encourage play 
and communication activities of caregiver with the child 
and promote early learning

Play, reading, and storytelling groups

Book sharing with a caregiver, older sibling, or health 
worker

Safety and Security

» Information, support, and counseling on maintaining 
safe family and play spaces and positive discipline
» Assessment, referrals, and follow up for risks of 
violence, neglect, and abuse

Developmental monitoring and counseling



Contact Points at Facility and Community Levels 

Facility
Contact Point Examples of interventions that promote nurturing care

Antenatal Care In South Africa, the Healthy Pregnancy, Healthy Baby study gave mothers a baby book with fetal development information, 
maternal well-being tips, and an ultrasound image to keep — promoting nurturing care from early pregnancy.

Postnatal Care A PATH and APHRC study in Siaya County, Kenya trained health workers to integrate ECD counseling and developmental 
screening into routine immunization visits.

Well-Child A study in India trained health workers to promote nurturing care in growth monitoring sessions, equipping them with 
counseling cards, flip charts, and videos to guide caregiver education.

1:1 Parenting 
Sessions

The Smart Beginnings Model in the U.S. pairs families with coaches who observe parent-child interactions and provide 
personalized feedback to strengthen caregiving.

Group Parenting 
Sessions

A study in Bangladesh delivered 25 biweekly play sessions at government clinics, incorporating songs, picture books, toys, 
language activities, and nutritional guidance.

Play Boxes in Waiting 
Area

With guidance from PATH, Kenya and Mozambique implemented play boxes, improving caregiver experience and increasing 
service utilization.

Digital Health 
Promotion Tools

UNICEF’s Bebbo app offers guidance on nutrition, play, and child development up to age 6, with expert content and 
interactive tools available in 15 countries across Europe and Central Asia.

Printed Health 
Promotion Materials

In Indonesia, growth monitoring posters at a village health center improved parent knowledge, attitudes, and behavior 
around child development and motivated independent monitoring at home.

https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC7820386/
https://aphrc.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/PATH_ECD-Baseline-report.pdf
https://www.indianpediatrics.net/supplOct2021/S46.pdf
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/36481243/
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/langlo/article/PIIS2214-109X(18)30535-7/fulltext
https://cac96293-1a1a-4b10-89b6-ec218efea454.usrfiles.com/ugd/e63a66_7d809551658b4102a2dda2929d2c2e22.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/eca/Bebbo-parenting-app
https://jurnal.unimus.ac.id/index.php/jur_bid/article/view/10855


Contact Points at Facility and Community Levels 

Community
Contact Point Examples of interventions that promote nurturing care

Group Parenting 
Sessions

A study in Indonesia embedded parenting and psychosocial stimulation messages into twice-weekly nutrition rehabilitation 
sessions at community centers, resulting in lower maternal stress and higher dietary diversity among children under 2.

Home Visits The Reach Up and Learn program — adapted from the Jamaica Home Visit intervention — trains health workers to build 
responsive caregiving skills and has been successfully implemented in Bangladesh and Colombia.

Mass Media South Africa’s Side-by-Side Campaign combines a radio drama in nine languages, SMS-based messaging for mothers, a 
family health booklet, and printed materials to promote caregivers’ role in early childhood development.

Digital Health 
Promotion Tools

The Side-by-Side Campaign’s MomConnect platform delivered health and development messages directly to pregnant 
women and new mothers via SMS.

Printed Health 
Promotion Materials

The Side-by-Side Campaign distributed a Road to Health booklet to families at birth — used by community health workers to 
track growth and immunization — alongside printed nurturing care guidance in all 11 official languages.

https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC8910115/
https://reachupandlearn.com/about/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/tobyshapshak/2017/12/04/african-messaging-wonder-momconnect-launches-on-whatsapp/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/tobyshapshak/2017/12/04/african-messaging-wonder-momconnect-launches-on-whatsapp/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/tobyshapshak/2017/12/04/african-messaging-wonder-momconnect-launches-on-whatsapp/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/tobyshapshak/2017/12/04/african-messaging-wonder-momconnect-launches-on-whatsapp/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/tobyshapshak/2017/12/04/african-messaging-wonder-momconnect-launches-on-whatsapp/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/tobyshapshak/2017/12/04/african-messaging-wonder-momconnect-launches-on-whatsapp/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/tobyshapshak/2017/12/04/african-messaging-wonder-momconnect-launches-on-whatsapp/


ENABLING FACTORS

Health sector policies and plans clarify the role of PHC in nurturing care

Roles of primary health system actors to implement policies and plans that 
promote nurturing care are clear across all levels of government

Mechanisms are in plan to monitor implementation of policies and plans 
which promote nurturing care

A multisectoral policy framework for nurturing care facilitates coordination 
across sectors

Leadership & Governance



ENABLING FACTORS

Health workers receive adequate and contextualized training, and 
supportive supervision

Tools and job aids are readily available and accurately used

Design of interventions to promote nurturing care consider existing staff 
capacity and ways to incentivize the workforce

Health Workforce



Prescription to Play (P2P) was launched to help improve the playful parenting skills of caregivers 
and enable children to reach their full potential.

The program helps health assistants (HAs) nationwide deliver group and individual parenting sessions 
to caregivers on responsive caregiving, playful parenting, and adequate nutrition.

Pre-Service Training

▪ Partnered  with medical schools to ensure HAs receive training in delivering parenting sessions and 
monitoring developmental milestones before resuming their roles.

▪ HAs also receive in-service and refresher training adapted to their on-the-job experiences

Impact

The P2P team has identified substantial impact after just three group sessions, including improved 
caregiver understanding of playful parenting and child development, more play materials in 
homes, and increased engagement of fathers in caregiving and stimulation.

Prescription to Play in Bhutan: Incorporating playful parenting in 
the pre-service training of health assistants

Case Study



Lessons from Bhutan's Experience

Implement pre-
service training for 

health care 
professionals

Establish strong 
partnerships with 

academic institutions

Prioritize practical 
training for 
healthcare 

professionals

Case Study



ENABLING FACTORS

Clear consensus and guidance on what child development indicators and 
outcomes should be monitored, and when and how to monitor them

Existing HIS are adequately resourced to collect and use agreed indicators

Data is accessible and available to PHC decision makers and caregivers in a 
user-friendly format

Health Information Systems

Robust coordination between sectors and ministries allow for data sharing 
and aggregation to show a comprehensive picture of child development 
outcomes



With technical support from UNICEF and funding from the Conrad N. Hilton Foundation, Kenya's Ministry of Health 
explicitly incorporated nurturing care data elements into the existing DH0S-2 register in 2020-2021.

This integration was necessary to capture information about the many existing nurturing care for ECD interventions 
that were already being provided through mother-child health clinics around the country in a single, standardized 
way.

As a result, the DHIS-2 data capture and reporting tools now include the following data elements and 
indicators:

o Delayed developmental milestones new cases
o Delayed developmental milestones old cases

o Children with delayed developmental milestones referred
o Children under 5 years with delayed developmental milestones
o Children with delayed developmental milestones receiving therapeutic play service

o Proportion of children under 5 with delayed developmental milestones

In using the DHIS-2 to capture routine health information at the county level, health leadership teams are provided 
with more frequent and disaggregated information to support with local decision-making.

Kenya's experience integrating nurturing care indicators into 
administrative collection via the DHIS-2

Case Study



Lessons from Kenya's Experience

Training updates are 
minimal

Digital information 
systems may be better 
suited to revisions than 
paper-based systems

A coalition of 
champions to advocate 

for nurturing care 
indicators is critical

Case Study



ENABLING FACTORS

PHC decision-makers have access to robust data on costs and cost-
effectiveness to inform financing plans

PHC decision-makers explore use of varied resource mobilization strategies

Sustainable Financing

Donors increase financing for interventions that promote nurturing care 
through PHC and better coordinate investments with one another



The Global Toolkit is Now Available!
Access the Executive Summary and Full Toolkit 
on our website: https://r4d.org/phc-child-
development-toolkit/

Executive Summary
Key insights, enabling factors and 
practical actions at a glance.

Full Global Toolkit
Comprehensive guidance, tools, 
and resources to strengthen 
PHC  for optimal child 
development.

https://nam02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fr4d.org%2Fphc-child-development-toolkit%2F&data=05%7C02%7Cooyedele%40r4d.org%7Cd98aafd377d84f3d2c6808debcf37593%7C2518aa67b0be41af9ff20389673a6b38%7C0%7C0%7C639155951022550951%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=pTK7FlQGD1a5Wl%2BxP%2FDrOAUGNwuhl2LTml2lCtPfDWs%3D&reserved=0
https://nam02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fr4d.org%2Fphc-child-development-toolkit%2F&data=05%7C02%7Cooyedele%40r4d.org%7Cd98aafd377d84f3d2c6808debcf37593%7C2518aa67b0be41af9ff20389673a6b38%7C0%7C0%7C639155951022550951%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=pTK7FlQGD1a5Wl%2BxP%2FDrOAUGNwuhl2LTml2lCtPfDWs%3D&reserved=0
https://nam02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fr4d.org%2Fphc-child-development-toolkit%2F&data=05%7C02%7Cooyedele%40r4d.org%7Cd98aafd377d84f3d2c6808debcf37593%7C2518aa67b0be41af9ff20389673a6b38%7C0%7C0%7C639155951022550951%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=pTK7FlQGD1a5Wl%2BxP%2FDrOAUGNwuhl2LTml2lCtPfDWs%3D&reserved=0
https://nam02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fr4d.org%2Fphc-child-development-toolkit%2F&data=05%7C02%7Cooyedele%40r4d.org%7Cd98aafd377d84f3d2c6808debcf37593%7C2518aa67b0be41af9ff20389673a6b38%7C0%7C0%7C639155951022550951%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=pTK7FlQGD1a5Wl%2BxP%2FDrOAUGNwuhl2LTml2lCtPfDWs%3D&reserved=0
https://nam02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fr4d.org%2Fphc-child-development-toolkit%2F&data=05%7C02%7Cooyedele%40r4d.org%7Cd98aafd377d84f3d2c6808debcf37593%7C2518aa67b0be41af9ff20389673a6b38%7C0%7C0%7C639155951022550951%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=pTK7FlQGD1a5Wl%2BxP%2FDrOAUGNwuhl2LTml2lCtPfDWs%3D&reserved=0
https://nam02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fr4d.org%2Fphc-child-development-toolkit%2F&data=05%7C02%7Cooyedele%40r4d.org%7Cd98aafd377d84f3d2c6808debcf37593%7C2518aa67b0be41af9ff20389673a6b38%7C0%7C0%7C639155951022550951%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=pTK7FlQGD1a5Wl%2BxP%2FDrOAUGNwuhl2LTml2lCtPfDWs%3D&reserved=0
https://nam02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fr4d.org%2Fphc-child-development-toolkit%2F&data=05%7C02%7Cooyedele%40r4d.org%7Cd98aafd377d84f3d2c6808debcf37593%7C2518aa67b0be41af9ff20389673a6b38%7C0%7C0%7C639155951022550951%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=pTK7FlQGD1a5Wl%2BxP%2FDrOAUGNwuhl2LTml2lCtPfDWs%3D&reserved=0


Online Version of 
Global Toolkit
Alongside the full Toolkit, R4D is 
launching an interactive digital 
version that distills three years of 
lessons, resources, tools, and 
case studies into a more 
accessible format — equipping 
health sector decision-makers 
with practical guidance on where 
and how to strengthen primary 
health care in support of young 
children's optimal development.

  Interactive Digital Toolkit

Visit https://r4d.org/phc-child-development-toolkit/ for more information

https://nam02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fr4d.org%2Fphc-child-development-toolkit%2F&data=05%7C02%7Cooyedele%40r4d.org%7Cd98aafd377d84f3d2c6808debcf37593%7C2518aa67b0be41af9ff20389673a6b38%7C0%7C0%7C639155951022550951%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=pTK7FlQGD1a5Wl%2BxP%2FDrOAUGNwuhl2LTml2lCtPfDWs%3D&reserved=0
https://nam02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fr4d.org%2Fphc-child-development-toolkit%2F&data=05%7C02%7Cooyedele%40r4d.org%7Cd98aafd377d84f3d2c6808debcf37593%7C2518aa67b0be41af9ff20389673a6b38%7C0%7C0%7C639155951022550951%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=pTK7FlQGD1a5Wl%2BxP%2FDrOAUGNwuhl2LTml2lCtPfDWs%3D&reserved=0
https://nam02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fr4d.org%2Fphc-child-development-toolkit%2F&data=05%7C02%7Cooyedele%40r4d.org%7Cd98aafd377d84f3d2c6808debcf37593%7C2518aa67b0be41af9ff20389673a6b38%7C0%7C0%7C639155951022550951%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=pTK7FlQGD1a5Wl%2BxP%2FDrOAUGNwuhl2LTml2lCtPfDWs%3D&reserved=0
https://nam02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fr4d.org%2Fphc-child-development-toolkit%2F&data=05%7C02%7Cooyedele%40r4d.org%7Cd98aafd377d84f3d2c6808debcf37593%7C2518aa67b0be41af9ff20389673a6b38%7C0%7C0%7C639155951022550951%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=pTK7FlQGD1a5Wl%2BxP%2FDrOAUGNwuhl2LTml2lCtPfDWs%3D&reserved=0
https://nam02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fr4d.org%2Fphc-child-development-toolkit%2F&data=05%7C02%7Cooyedele%40r4d.org%7Cd98aafd377d84f3d2c6808debcf37593%7C2518aa67b0be41af9ff20389673a6b38%7C0%7C0%7C639155951022550951%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=pTK7FlQGD1a5Wl%2BxP%2FDrOAUGNwuhl2LTml2lCtPfDWs%3D&reserved=0
https://nam02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fr4d.org%2Fphc-child-development-toolkit%2F&data=05%7C02%7Cooyedele%40r4d.org%7Cd98aafd377d84f3d2c6808debcf37593%7C2518aa67b0be41af9ff20389673a6b38%7C0%7C0%7C639155951022550951%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=pTK7FlQGD1a5Wl%2BxP%2FDrOAUGNwuhl2LTml2lCtPfDWs%3D&reserved=0
https://nam02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fr4d.org%2Fphc-child-development-toolkit%2F&data=05%7C02%7Cooyedele%40r4d.org%7Cd98aafd377d84f3d2c6808debcf37593%7C2518aa67b0be41af9ff20389673a6b38%7C0%7C0%7C639155951022550951%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=pTK7FlQGD1a5Wl%2BxP%2FDrOAUGNwuhl2LTml2lCtPfDWs%3D&reserved=0
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