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Athletes review footage of past games — gathering 

insights into both their performance and their  

opponents’ — to plan their next win.

A brief review of American history offers us the 

same opportunity to win in the 21st century. Life 

expectancy in America increased dramatically 

from the late 1800s through the 1900s. This was 

initially due to decreased child mortality and later 

to increases in the average life span.i A variety of 

investments in the nation’s health and i
and later 
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Considering life expectancy as a measure of population 

health, it becomes clear — as the pie chart below 

illustrates — that access to health care alone does 

not equal health.v   

Figure 1: Causes of premature death.vi

Humans need the “whole pie” to be free from illness 

and to thrive.  On some level, we know this intuitively. 

The word health is related to the Old English word 

for “whole,” as in “people should be whole in body, 

mind, and spirit.”vii   

Now, thanks to technology, we know more about 

why this is true at a physiological level. Here’s just 

one recent example of many. A 2021 study published 

in the Journal of the American Medicine Association 

found that “in the U.S., local variation in neighborhood 

disadvantage was associated with lower  

neurocognitive performance and smaller cortical 

surface area and subcortical volume in young people.”ix 

In other words, a lack of the necessary inputs to 

health in childhood can cause permanent harm 

that snowballs for years, negatively impacting the 

individual and causing a ripple effect throughout 

communities and the country.

Kids Aren’t Little Adults: 
Child Health is Different

For much of human history, children were thought 

of as “little adults”: Their minds and bodies were  

regarded as being miniature versions of adult minds 

and bodies. Research and scientific discoveries 

prove that this is not true. Just as a caterpillar is 

not a butterfly, human children are physiologically 

different from human adults. Childhood is a finite 

window of time of development, and this makes 

children particularly susceptible to harmful things 

and gives them a high capacity for benefiting from 

positive things. As history demonstrates, the more 

we design our systems to prevent bad things (lead 

in the water supply, tainted milk, illiteracy) and 

to promote good things (mental health, physical 

activity, nutrition), the greater the gains will be in 

adulthood. Countries with the resources and the 

will to build systems that promote child health have 

a distinct advantage over those that do not. viii

40%	Behavior

30%	 Genetics

15%	 Social

10% 	Health Care

5%	 Environment

Mortality, Health and Health Care
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The Outsized Power of Child Health

Children’s Health Is Powerful Because … Early Is Less Expensive.  
Catching and addressing the factors that lead to diseases in adulthood — such 
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3. Building Health Equity for Community Resilience
Medical-legal partnerships are unique collaborations between health 

care teams and legal aid attorneys to address issues such as housing 

code violations. For a child with asthma, corrected housing conditions 

can improve asthma control, reduce time spent in the hospital, and 

increase days spent in school (and at play).  For the child’s parents, 

managed asthma can mean fewer days of missed work. Through Delaware 

First Lady Tracey Quillen Carney’s First Chance Delaware initiative,  

Nemours Children’s is partnering with legal aid services and an early  

education provider to provide a multidisciplinary and neighborhood- 

based approach to legal aid services. As the first pediatric medical-legal 

partnership in the state, this initiative can improve health equity and 

community resilience.

We also work closely with community partners to support the 

well-documented connection between education and health  

and connect families with the resources they need to raise tomorrow’s 

healthy American adults. 

Programs include telemedicine in schools, early literacy interventions, 

nutrition and physical activity programming for pre-k children, a program 

for introducing talented undergraduates from diverse backgrounds 

to careers in medicine and public health, and a partnering with local 

schools to help students cope with racial stress and trauma. 

We also created one of the world’s most-visited websites devoted  

to children’s health. Nemours KidsHealth.org and KidsHealth in the 

Classroom are together visited more than 250 million times each  

year by parents, teens, kids and teachers looking for physician-vetted 

information on staying healthy. 
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… where America harnesses the outsized power of 

child health to transform the definition of health in 

children and create the healthiest populations in 

human history.

… where children’s hospitals can use their ability 

to identify trends and patterns in combination 

with their expertise, infrastructure and community 

partnerships to maximize the impact of every dollar 

spent on child health. 

… where children’s hospitals are empowered to 

create health for millions of children, improving the 

quality of life in our communities and country in a 

matter of years, and for generations to come.

Imagine a World...

… where, even though infants, toddlers, and  

young adults cannot vote, children’s hospitals  

become the voice for the interests of children  

to powerful stakeholders. 

… where the government funding criteria incentivize 

children’s hospitals to create health instead of  

maximizing the number of procedures.

… where Trevor Lawrence leads the Jaguars to a  

Super Bowl Championship!
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Mariner Books: “High doses of adversity affect not only the brain structure and function but 
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	� For an example of a study exploring how positive effects of investments in child health are 
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by Jorge Luis García, Frederik H. Bennhoff, Duncan Ermini Leaf, and James J. Heckman, 

published online by the National Bureau of Economic Research, July 2021 

https://www.nber.org/papers/w29004



About Nemours Children’s Health

Nemours Children’s Health is one of the nation’s largest  

multistate pediatric health systems, which includes two 

free-standing children’s hospitals and a network of nearly  

75 primary and specialty care practices. Nemours seeks to 

transform the health of children by adopting a holistic health 

model that utilizes innovative, safe, and high quality care, while 

also caring for the health of the whole child beyond medicine. 

Nemours Children’s also powers the world’s most-visited 

website for information on the health of children and teens, 

Nemours KidsHealth.org.

The Nemours Foundation, established through the legacy and 

philanthropy of Alfred I. duPont, provides pediatric clinical 

care, research, education, advocacy, and prevention programs 

to the children, families and communities it serves. For more 

information, visit Nemours.org.
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