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Roger Thurow, a senior fellow for global food
and agriculture at the Chicago Council on Global
Affairs, wrote this book to highlight the vital stage in
the human life cycle of the formative first 1000 days
(F1000D) from conception and to make the concepts
tangible to the common reader. As stated in the
introduction, this book supports a “revolutionary
movement” (p18) to focus development resources
and attention on this time period when malaria,
diarrhea, and the “neglected stepchild” of nutritional
deficiencies (historically <1% of international
development aid and affecting half the world’s
population, p 9) can have profound effects on
economies and global well-being. He builds on the
2004 Copenhagen Consensus when economists
placed nutrition strategies, especially in early
childhood, as highest priory after HIV1; the 2007
World Bank awakening to the F1000D as a key to
“human capital development,”2 and the landmark
2007-8 Lancet series on early childhood as the
“critical window of opportunity,” and “an enormous
unfinished agenda.”3,4
Thurow advances this agenda through this
book by following, in a reporter-like fashion, four
specific family units embedded in communities in
four corners of the earth: Rural Northern Uganda,
Northern India, the highlands of Guatemala, and the
South Side of Chicago, USA. He explores the
relevant science, economics, politics, and
development innovations, weaving these creatively
throughout the stories in a captivating narrative
tapestry. He uses four sections, like acts in an epic
play, to focus on the life cycles of families in these
four regions from early stages of pregnancy to birth,

the first year, and the second year — the critical first
thousand days.

Part One: Pregnancy
He begins with an account of Brenda and
Esther’s journey through pregnancy in Uganda
where micronutrient deficiencies (e.g., vitamin A
and iron), particularly during pregnancy, are being
addressed with World Vision programs, introducing
the orange-flesh sweet potato and iron-containing
beans which were already demonstrating some
health benefits.
He then paints a vivid picture of a low caste
village in Uttar Pradesh, a populous and
impoverished state characterized by a 55% incidence
of stunting (small for age due to malnutrition), a 50%
incidence of anemia in pregnant women, 63 infant
deaths per 1000 live births, and maternal mortality of
345 per 100,000 live births. The latter number is
well above the global rate of 210. He traces the work
of Vishwajeet Kumar, founder of the Community
Empowerment Lab at Johns Hopkins University. He
sensed a calling to community-based empowerment
to reduce these dismal statistics through addressing
traditional practices rooted in the caste system,
culture, and spirituality to overcome fatalism.5
Thurow then introduced the characters Mohana and
Shamkali, whose progress would be traced
throughout the book.
Switching scenes, Thurow then introduces
Susana Menchu, an indigenous Guatemalan woman
and her family who were receiving training from
Primero Pasos, a nutrition program to address the
income disparities and cultural tastes of a potato-
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based diet leading to one of the worst malnutrition,
stunting, and parasitic infestation rates in the
Americas. Paradoxically, many other nutritious
vegetables are grown and exported, and it took a
concerted political will on the part of the ruling class
to develop the Zero Hunger Pact to take action on
hunger and disparities. The effects are well-studied
in Guatemala.6
Then the scene switches to Patricia in innercity Chicago whose pregnancy benefitted from the
Ounce of Prevention program, her committed doula
Patricia, Catholic Charities, and Mayor Emmanuel’s
program of correcting the poor nutrition and “food
deserts” in the city — what was described as,
“malnutrition amid abundance,”(p. 69) like the
examples for the other countries.
The messages in these stories are, “uniformly
mundane — and revolutionary” (p. 74) – that
investing in micronutrients during pregnancy and
avoiding obesity from excessive empty calories
(under- and over- nutrition) has profound life-cycle
effects on health and survival. Deficiencies in
protein, omega-3 fatty acids, iron, zinc, iodine,
thiamine, selenium, folate, and vitamin A and D
affects fetal neurological development. The author
contextualizes the approach in these countries in
detail as each pregnant woman approaches their due
dates, struggling to obtain quality prenatal care,
adequate water, sanitation, and hygiene. He paints a
picture of the extremes of limited resources in birth
facility descriptions in vivid detail.
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breast-feeding the newborn were elaborated in each
context. The economic, cultural, seasonal, and social
factors that affect birth location and timing are
described as a “lottery,” but are subject to
intervention for improved outcomes. Photos of the
people described in the book make their reality and
opportunity more palpable and real to the reader.

Part 3 – The First Year
This section of the book continues the
chronicles that started with the death of Mohana’s
infant daughter in India of an infectious respiratory
disease, a community bout of dysentery from a
chronically- contaminated well, and the recovery of
Brenda’s son after medical intervention and the
subsequent challenge of malaria treatment. Diarrhea
killed 600,000 children in 2013 — a preventable and
treatable illness. He notes that 660 million people
still access unsafe water sources, and 2 billion people
do not use adequate latrines or practice adequate
hygiene. Susy in Guatemala applied standard
nutrition and WASH methods to avoid chronic
environmental enteropathy from infants ingesting
contaminated items, which leads to stunting and poor
cognitive development.
He then traces the innovative agricultural work
of Howdy Bouis who championed the growth of
crops designed to include needed micronutrients.
The transition to solid food for these infants requires
complementary feeding — diverse fruits and
vegetables with breast feeding to avoid stunting and
facilitate strong development.

Part 2 – Birth
Thurow describes the perilous birth process for
these four regions in stark detail, sharing statistics on
how one million babies perish per year at birth
globally — usually from birth asphyxia, infection, or
prematurity. Simple interventions such as soap and
water, resuscitation devices, antiseptic cord cleanser,
antibiotics for sepsis, and steroids for premature fetal
lung maturity could save many lives. Immediate
chest swaddling, drying the newborn to prevent
hypothermia, and overcoming barriers to support
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Part 4 – The Second Year
The final section emphasizes the allurement of
undocumented immigration to the United States for
the Guatemalan family ostensibly to procure a better
life for their daughter and the perils that present.
Jessica’s struggle continued as teen mother through
public high school in Chicago while retaining her
aspirations for her daughter, and Shyamkali’s hardworking husband, Rajender, took responsibility for
their 5, then 6 girls.
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Economic down-turns and corruption
undermined the effectiveness of programs targeting
the F1000D in Guatemala. The key role parents play
in infant and toddler cognitive and social
development by “tuning in, talking more, and taking
turns” and the science behind it was explained (p.
232), and thinking beyond just child survival was
critical. The four acts conclude on the childrens’
second birthdays.

Epilogue
The book ends with a hopeful but challenging
plea that describes the estimated annual loss US$3.5
trillion globally caused by stunting and child
malnutrition. The World Bank, United Nations, the
Gates Foundation, and many other organizations
have begun to focus efforts on nutrition and the
F1000Ds to fight intractable poverty in a multidimensional approach. The UN’s Ban Ki-moon
noted, “children are agents of change” and Thurow
added that, though progress is being made, and
setbacks do occur, the movement will be secure if it
can “grab ahold of our collective conscience.” (p.
259)

Assessment
This book indeed appeals to the conscience,
especially the Christian conscience, providing four
very real contexts where the importance of the
F1000Ds is magnified. The stories are captivating
and at times heart-wrenching, although the narrative
can be a little hard to follow, as it kept skipping back
and forth between characters and locations. The
intercalation of both global health statistics and
accounts of the engagement of activists, researchers,
and organizations created a compelling case for the
priority of the F1000D. Given his agricultural
background, it is no surprise that Thurow
emphasizes that aspect of the F1000D throughout the
book: “nutrition is the cornerstone of all
development efforts.” (p. 250)
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The book includes a Reading Group Guide
with thought-provoking questions and a brief list of
ways to get involved. Many of the organizations
mentioned are Christian ones. Although it not an
academic book replete with references, it has appeal
for the common reader who would desire to make a
difference in the world, giving them a clearlydefined place in the life cycle to do just that.

Further Developments
Since the book was released in 2016, the
Nurturing Care for Early Childhood Development
(ECD): a framework for Action and Results was
launched in many countries from August 2017 to
May 2018.7 The ECD Action Network, Partnership
for Maternal, Newborn, & Child Health, WHO,
World Bank Group, and UNICEF have all advanced
this movement. ECD was included in the SDGs (4.2)
in 2015. The landmark Lancet Series on ECD in
20178,9,10,11 with an added emphasis on the
preconception stage of development in 201812,13
reinforced the concept that there are huge
downstream effects on health, education, just
societies, and job creation.
A research gap exists in studying the effect of
faith on the F1000Ds.14 The multi-faith Moral
Imperative convened by the World Bank garnered
collective will in 2018 to focus on women and early
childhood for faith-based strategies in poverty
alleviation.15 Religious commitment’s effect on
parenting is one such area being explored.16
Olusanya from Nigeria is a leader in prioritizing
ECD by applying the best evidence for timely
intervention in LICs.17 DeAngulo from Peru
emphasized how Christian faith can inform an
emphasis on this vital developmental period, which
he proposed should be considered a new paradigm
for global health.18 Lundie and Hancox in this issue
supports a much needed call for the Church to play a
significant role in the F1000Ds.19
The First 1,000 Days: A Crucial Time for
Mothers and Children — and the World is an

26

O’Neill

excellent place for FBOs, global health practitioners,
and churches around the world to begin being
sensitized to the need to become engaged with this
most pressing global health need.
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