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Introduction

Developmental disabilities encompass a wide
range of conditions affecting neurological and brain
development in children, resulting in impairments
that impact cognition, communication, mobility, and
social interaction. Globally, it is estimated that over 53
million children live with developmental disabilities
with a significant majority residing in sub-Saharan
Africa (SSA) where access to specialized care and
support is often limited. Despite their prevalence
and impact on child development, children with
developmental disabilities frequently encounter
barriers to essential services, face social stigma, and
lack adequate support systems to thrive.

Children with developmental disabilities constitute
a substantial population facing significant
developmental challenges worldwide. Recent
studies indicate that approximately 4.3% of children
aged 0-4 years live with moderate-to-severe
disabilities, highlighting the urgent need for targeted
interventions early in life. In SSA, where resources are
often constrained and healthcare systems struggle
to meet basic needs, children with developmental
disabilities are particularly vulnerable due to limited
access to specialized healthcare services, educational
opportunities, and social inclusion.



Challenges Faced by Children with NDDs

1.

Healthcare Accessibility: Accessing adequate healthcare services is a primary challenge for caregivers
of children with developmental disabilities. In many SSA, specialized services for neurodevelopmental
disorders are scarce, often located in urban centers, and financially prohibitive for families in rural or
low-income settings. This lack of access contributes to delayed diagnoses, inconsistent treatment
regimens, and exacerbates health disparities among children with developmental disabilities.

Social Stigma and Discrimination: Negative cultural beliefs and societal attitudes towards
disabilities perpetuate stigma and discrimination against children with developmental disabilities
and their families. Myths attributing disabilities to supernatural causes or parental wrongdoing further
isolate children from essential support networks and hinder their integration into community life.

Nutritional and Developmental Support: Providing adequate nutrition tailored to the specific
needs of children with developmental disabilities poses significant challenges. Caregivers often lack
resources and guidance on appropriate dietary practices, leading to nutritional deficiencies and
compromised developmental outcomes. Moreover, responsive caregiving practices that promote
early learning opportunities and ensure safety and security are essential yet often overlooked due
to resource constraints and lack of awareness.

Components of Nurturing Care

Nurturing care, as outlined by the World Health Organization (WHO), encompasses a holistic approach to
child development that emphasizes five key components: good health, adequate nutrition, opportunities
for early learning, responsive caregiving, and safety and security. For children with NDDs, these elements
are critical to supporting their unique developmental needs and fostering optimal growth and
well-being.

Health: Access to regular healthcare services tailored to the needs of children with NDDs is essential
for early diagnosis, intervention, and ongoing management of their conditions. Integrating disability-
specific services into primary healthcare settings can improve accessibility and affordability for
caregivers, ensuring timely and comprehensive care.

Nutrition: Ensuring children with developmental disabilities receive appropriate nutrition is crucial
for their physical health and cognitive development. Local capacity-building initiatives that educate
caregivers on cost-effective ways to provide nutritious meals using locally available resources can
alleviate nutritional challenges and improve overall health outcomes.

Early Learning Opportunities: Early intervention programs that promote cognitive stimulation
and social interaction are integral to the developmental progress of children with NDDs. Creating
inclusive learning environments and providing caregivers with the necessary tools and support to
engage their children in meaningful activities can enhance developmental outcomes and prepare
children for lifelong learning.

Responsive Caregiving: Caregivers play a pivotal role in the well-being of children with NDDs
through responsive caregiving practices that prioritize emotional support, positive discipline, and
active engagement in their children’s daily activities. Supporting caregivers with training, counseling
services, and community-based support networks can strengthen their ability to provide nurturing
care and enhance family resilience.

Safety and Security: Creating a safe and supportive environment is essential for children with
developmental disabilities to thrive. Addressing safety concerns, such as preventing accidents and
protecting children from exploitation or abuse, requires collaborative efforts across healthcare,
education, and social welfare sectors to ensure comprehensive protection and support.



Policy Recommendations

To address the complex challenges faced by children with developmental disabilities and promote
nurturing care practices, policymakers and stakeholders are encouraged to consider the following
recommendations:

1. Integrated Healthcare Services: Expand access to disability-specific healthcare services at
primary healthcare facilities in SSA, ensuring affordability and proximity to rural and underserved
communities.

2. Public Awareness Campaigns: Launch targeted campaigns to raise awareness about NDDs,
challenge misconceptions, and promote inclusive attitudes towards children with disabilities within
communities and healthcare settings.

3. Capacity Building and Training: Develop training programs for healthcare professionals
and caregivers on best practices for diagnosing, treating, and supporting children with NDDs,
emphasizing culturally sensitive and evidence-based approaches.

4. Community Engagement: Foster partnerships between local communities, healthcare providers,
and educational institutions to create supportive environments that facilitate social inclusion and
access to educational and recreational opportunities for children with developmental disabilities.

5. Policy Integration and Implementation: Integrate nurturing care principles into national health,
education, and social welfare policies, ensuring that resources and services are aligned to meet the
diverse needs of children with developmental disabilities and their families.

Implementation Strategies

Effective implementation of nurturing care policies requires coordinated efforts and sustained
commitment from governments, international organizations, civil society, and communities. Key
strategies include:

1. Policy Coordination: Establish intersectoral task forces or committees to oversee the implementation
of nurturing care policies and monitor progress towards achieving developmental milestones for
children with developmental disabilities.

2. Resource Allocation: Allocate sufficient financial resources to support the expansion of healthcare
services, educational programs, and community-based initiatives aimed at enhancing nurturing care
practices for children with developmental disabilities.

3. Monitoring and Evaluation: Develop robust monitoring and evaluation frameworks to assess
the impact of nurturing care interventions on child development outcomes, identify areas for
improvement, and inform evidence-based policy adjustments.

4. Partnership Development: Forge partnerships with international donors, non-governmental
organizations (NGOs), and academic institutions to leverage technical expertise, funding
opportunities, and knowledge sharing in support of nurturing care initiatives.
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Conclusion

Promoting nurturing care for children with neurodevelopmental disabilities is not only a matter of social
justice but also a strategic imperative for sustainable development. By investing in inclusive policies,
comprehensive healthcare services, and supportive environments, governments and stakeholders can
empower caregivers, enhance child development outcomes, and foster a more equitable society for all
children, regardless of their abilities.

Next Steps

To advance the agenda of nurturing care for children with developmental disabilities, governments and
international organizations are encouraged to prioritize policy implementation, strengthen partnerships, and
mobilize resources to ensure that every child has the opportunity to reach their full potential. By building
resilient and inclusive communities, we can create a future where children with neurodevelopmental
disabilities thrive and contribute meaningfully to society.
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