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CHILDREN'S HEALTH,
THE NATION'S WEALTH: S T
ASSESSING AND IMPROVING  BiHGEAAMS
CHILD HEALTH

Children represent our nation's future—they will create the fami-
lies, power the workforce, and make American democracy work in
the years ahead. Their health today, important in its own right, also
will have a profound effect on their health as adults.

ARRERANG ANMD MPRONTHRG THILD HEALTH

Scientific and public health advances have reduced infant mortali-
ty and morbidity from infectious diseases and accidental causes,
improved access to health care, and reduced the effects of environ-

mental contaminants such as lead. Yet, childhood obesity, diabetes, Many things we need
and asthma rates in the United States—each affected by a range of can wait. The child can-
individual, environmental, and behavioral factors—are among the not. Now is the time
highest in the world. One in ten children has a significant mental his bones are being
health impairment. There are notable disparities in health across formed, his blood is
various groups of children. Promoting health today requires con- being made, his mind

is being developed.
To him we cannot say
tomorrow, his name is
today.

-Gabriela Mistral

sideration of the overall status of children, not just identification
and treatment of specific diseases or injuries.

Yet major questions remain about how to define children's health,
how to assess the status of children's health, what health influences
to monitor, and how to apply appropriate measurement tools. The
National Research Council and the Institute of Medicine, in
response to a congressional request and with funding from the U.S.
Department of Health and Human Services (HHS), formed the
Committee on Evaluation of Children's Health to consider these
guestions. The committee's report offers a new framework for the
health measurement of children (ages 0 to 18 years) and provides
a foundation for moving toward a comprehensive children's health
measurement system that is better suited to today's concerns.

WHAT DOES "CHILDREN'S HEALTH" MEAN?

Health is historically viewed as the absence of disease or prema-
ture mortality. Today, most health care providers agree that defini-
tions of health should incorporate both disease prevention and
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Health at each
stage of
development
sets the stage
for and affects
future health.

health promotion views that embrace positive aspects of health. Building on views of
health expressed at the 1986 Ottawa Charter, the committee recommends a new defini-

tion of health:

Children's health should be defined as the extent to which an individual child or
groups of children are able or enabled to: a) develop and realize their potential;
b) satisfy their needs; and c) develop the capacities that allow them to interact
successfully with their biological, physical, and social environments.

The committee also proposes three domains to translate this broader definition of health
into measurable categories. The first, health conditions, captures the traditional notions of
health measured by disorders or illnesses of body systems. The second, functioning,
assesses how health affects one's daily life. The final domain, health potential, involves the
identification of assets and positive aspects of health such as competence, capacity, and
developmental potential.

Today's threats to healthy childhood result from complex interactions of influences in
children’'s biological, behavioral, social, and physical environments. In contrast to simple
cause-and-effect disease models, future models of health must consider a complex chain
of interactions that persistently affect the child's health trajectory in both positive and
negative directions throughout the lifespan. Health at each stage of development sets the
stage for and affects future health. The committee proposed a new model that portrays
these dynamic interactions over time and their effects on health throughout different
stages of childhood (Figure 1).

FIGURE 1. A New Model of Children’s Health and Its Influences
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