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Few predicted, in September 2015, when the millennium development goals (MDGs) closed

and the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) were signed into a global compact, that we

might soon face the largest global public health challenge in over a century. Not only has

COVID-19 killed nearly five million people to date [1], and upended global economies, but it

has also seriously impacted child health and development across the world, especially in low-

and lower middle-income countries (LLMICs) [2]. For the first time in living memory, over

1.6 billion children are out of school [3] and efforts on reopening schools have sparked rancor-

ous and divisive debates. There are legitimate concerns that COVID-19 has negatively

impacted progress in achieving the SDGs globally, and that urgent redirective strategies are

needed before hard-earned gains from the 2000–2015 MDG period are reversed [4].

In October 2020, we announced a Special Issue of PLOS Medicine devoted to themes of

child and adolescent health in the context of the SDGs [5]. At the time of our call for papers,

the world was consumed by efforts to counter the COVID-19 pandemic, and has remained so;

however, we set out to solicit papers on topics and problems that were left unaddressed at the

end of the MDG period in 2015, issues that preceded the current pandemic and that are likely

to persist after the current crisis abates. Our objectives were to encourage submissions pertain-

ing to specific areas related to child development, adolescent health, and the social determi-

nants of health. The depth and breadth of submitted articles, now reflected in the

accompanying research papers, remarkably demonstrates the global significance of these issues

and the multi-faceted approaches used to address them. The Special Issue represents a kaleido-

scope of papers that span a range of topics and areas including child health and its drivers,

including newborn health, and immunizations and other strategies to combat treatable and

preventable infections; nutrition support and innovative interventions to improve infant and

child survival and growth; adolescent health and outcomes, in areas such as gender equity,

HIV, injuries, peer/school-based violence, and mental health; and the socio-contextual deter-

minants of health relevant for all stages of childhood and adolescent development, including,

for example, those related to conflict, environmental conditions, and the family and parenting

environment.

This Special Issue has contextual relevance in light of the broad spectrum of direct and col-

lateral effects wrought by the COVID-19 pandemic on social, economic, and health-related

conditions [6]. These effects, direct and indirect, can be grouped broadly in relation to current
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controversies, such as the upsurge in direct infections among children and adolescents in the

wake of the global spread of the B1.617.2 (Delta) variant [7], and the uncertain relationship of

community spread with school closures and reopening [8]. Currently, the global inequity in

COVID-19 vaccine availability and uptake as well as the debate on deferring vaccinations for

children and adolescents in high-income countries (HICs) to vaccinate adults in LMICs, also

pose major ethical dilemmas [9]. In the medium term, building back better and fairer maternal

and child health services [10] will be critical to regain the momentum needed to reach the

SDG targets. In the longer term, sustained investments across multiple sectors and the contin-

uum of age across childhood and adolescence are needed to support and sustain universal

attainment of physical, academic, and social milestones. The full extent of short-, medium-

and long-term repercussions of the COVID-19 pandemic on child and adolescent health

remain to be seen. It will be crucial to assess emerging interactions between ongoing child and

adolescent health issues and COVID-19-related effects.

Post-COVID-19, there is the potential for worsening of many of the pre-existing challenges,

which will be crucial to address in the rebuilding process. The research articles highlighted in

this Special Issue serve to illustrate current challenges, and innovative strategies to target and

improve child and adolescent health. We also discuss examples of research relevant for these

challenging contexts.

Poverty

Poverty can have a profound impact on child health outcomes, and according to an analysis by

Save the Children and UNICEF, the percentages of children without access to education or

health services globally are estimated to have increased to 56% as a result of the COVID-19

pandemic [11]. Integrated cash-transfer programs exist in many countries to lend economic

and social support and to lessen the negative consequences of poverty and limited social pro-

tections on child and adolescent health outcomes. Conditional cash transfer (CCT) programs

can have a positive impact on child and adolescent health outcomes by the direct provision of

financial support and the condition that beneficiary families satisfy health requirements, such

as obtaining routine childhood vaccinations. Integrated cash-transfer programs also may

include elements to improve aspects of child and adolescent development directly, via inter-

ventions targeting health, education, or nutritional outcomes. In their accompanying paper,

Madison Little and colleagues conducted a systematic review and meta-analysis to assess the

existing evidence supporting whether these “plus” components together with cash transfers

provide additional effectiveness in terms of achieving child health and wellbeing goals in line

with the SDGs [12]. The findings suggest that the combination of cash with food transfers have

additional benefits for child growth when compared to cash transfer alone. The results were

also suggestive of benefits for cash and food transfer in crisis contexts, and cash transfer com-

bined with primary healthcare intervention. However, the authors point out a relative paucity

of studies comparing these cash-plus programs to cash transfer alone, indicating that more

research is needed to evaluate fully the benefits of these interventions. Further investigation of

the effectiveness of cash transfer programs in additional contexts may be useful to mitigate the

negative impacts of the current pandemic, and to inform the rebuilding process.

Pollution and climate change

Two new studies offer insights into the relationships between exposure to poor air quality and

extreme weather conditions, both expanding concerns across the globe, and adverse perinatal

and childhood health outcomes. In a systematic review and meta regression, Rakesh Ghosh

and co-workers [13] revealed that ambient and household PM2.5 levels are associated with a
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higher risk of children born with low birth weight and born preterm across multiple countries.

The analyses also suggested that a large proportion of infants with low birth weight and pre-

term births globally may be attributable to PM2.5 levels. These findings shed light on the poten-

tial impact of worsening air quality on perinatal and child health. While some of the

repercussions of a changing climate on child health are easy to foresee, it is also clear that envi-

ronmental changes can have less intuitive but potentially devastating consequences for health

outcomes. Jason M. Nagata and colleagues investigated the associations between drought and

child vaccination coverage in 22 countries in sub-Saharan Africa, using Demographic and

Health Survey data from 2011 to 2019 [14]. As infections contribute to the global burden of

child mortality worldwide, vaccination is crucial for protection from a wide range of childhood

illnesses, and the findings of this study suggest that drought conditions may hinder vaccination

coverage, an important consideration as weather patterns are disrupted and become more

extreme, globally. Together these studies underscore the implications of a changing climate for

child health and emphasize the importance of adopting measures to combat deterioration of

the environment.

Violence and conflict

Despite improved survival in recent decades, an unfinished agenda remains of residual mater-

nal, newborn and child mortality, now increasingly dependent upon implementation in diffi-

cult contexts, such as impoverished urban neighborhoods, conflict zones, and pandemic

conditions. Maternal and child mortality rates are higher among those living in countries with

conflict [15]. A report by Anu Rammohan and co-workers revealed associations between

exposure to violent conflicts and take-up of maternal health care services, including antenatal

and postnatal care, across countries [16]. Among nearly half a million women from 49 coun-

tries between 1997–2018, the study found that about 40% were exposed to violent conflict dur-

ing pregnancy, and the odds of utilization of maternal continuum of care components were

lower among those who reported being exposed to any violent conflict. This finding speaks to

how exposure to violent conflict has the potential to impede progress in achieving maternal

and newborn care goals, and targeted interventions in such settings may be necessary to

improve access to antenatal and postnatal care.

Psychosocial, academic, and gender-based challenges

Well before COVID-19, poor mental health was fast emerging as a major non-communicable

disease of relevance to children and adolescents, with far-reaching and long-term conse-

quences, including those related to bullying and exposure to other forms of violence. Exacer-

bating that trajectory is the differentiated context of the pandemic [17], and, therefore, a better

understanding of contributors to mental and socioemotional health issues is imperative at the

present time. Several studies in this Special Issue illuminate the current challenges in this area,

as well as inform future strategies to combat psychosocial and mental health issues going for-

ward. Italo Lopez Garcia and colleagues conducted an economic evaluation of an effective par-

enting intervention to promote cognitive, receptive language, and socioemotional

development among children under three years of age in Kenya [18]. The results suggested

that a group-based intervention delivered by community-health-care workers was highly cost-

effective, and the authors estimated a large potential return on investment when considering

the potential impact of the intervention on lifetime wages and schooling costs. This is impor-

tant, as it demonstrates the financial feasibility of implementing an intervention likely to be

successful in enabling children to reach academic milestones.
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Health and mental-health issues stemming from gender inequality are an area of special

concern for adolescent girls globally. In a cross-sectional study conducted among adolescent

girls enrolled in schools in western Kenya, Garazi Zulaika and colleagues found a number of

contextual risk factors, such as experiencing harassment and sexual violence, associated with

health and gender equality outcomes including sexual activity, HIV/HSV infection and adoles-

cent pregnancy [19]. By describing the factors associated with these outcomes, it is possible to

identify strategies to counteract contributors to adolescent mortality, including HIV and

maternal factors among adolescent girls, and ultimately thereby, to improve health outcomes.

Now more than ever, it is critical to refocus the SDGs with children and adolescents at the

center. To accomplish this refocus, it is necessary to recognize and attend to the health inequi-

ties among children and adolescents arising from differentiated exposures to dynamic social

contexts around the globe, including urban poverty, environmental degradation and extreme

climates, violence and conflict, and unsafe school, family, and social environments. There is a

continued need for evidence-informed advocacy for action, and the studies we describe above,

together with the rest of the informative research featured in this PLOS Medicine Special Issue,

serve as examples of the evidence to support the need for driving child and adolescent health

to the forefront. When we emerge from the COVID-19 pandemic, prioritizing these goals will

be necessary while striving to rebuild a better, fairer, and more sustainable context in which

children and adolescents can thrive. It is our hope that the research published here will inspire

future work to understand the challenges facing the achievement of child and adolescent

health goals, and to develop new and innovative strategies to overcome these challenges.
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