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Policy Brief
Enhancing Holistic Child Development in Tanzania 
through Context-Relevant Research



Highlights

This policy brief presents insights into Early Childhood Development (ECD) research in Tanzania, 
focusing on trends in outputs, funding, authorship, and collaboration between 2010 and 2022. The 
highlights are: 

• In total, 363 ECD research outputs were identified for the period 2010 to 2022 from 
international databases and local sources. For the period of 2020 to 2022, we identified 241 
research outputs: The vast majority of these were published in international journals (174) 
compared with those in local sources (67).

• There was limited focus on ECD research related to education, play and responsive 
caregiving.

• Journal articles were the main channel of disseminating the ECD research identified from both 
international databases and local sources.

• More than half of the identified studies from local sources addressed key inequality factors 
such as gender, disability, ethnicity, religion, and socioeconomic status, while only 33% of 
those from international databases did.

• A significant portion of ECD research in Tanzania received funding. Yet, funding for research 
on the education component from both local sources (23%) and international databases 
(33%) was low. Funding largely came from international and philanthropic organisations, 
while government funding was less common.

• Gender disparities persisted in ECD research authorship, with a higher male representation.

• Collaborations within the country were apparent for outputs from local sources, while 
international collaborations were apparent for outputs from international databases.

Based on these findings, we recommend a need to increase funding for, and prioritise ECD research, 
particularly on education, play and responsive caregiving, while integrating analysis of key inequality 
factors. We also recommend the establishment of functional online repositories to enhance ECD 
research visibility and accessibility; the strengthening of South-South research collaboration; and the 
offering of targeted support to female and early-career researchers to ensure sustainable and equitable 
production of ECD research. 

1.0. Introduction

Early childhood is a crucial stage to invest in children to help them survive, thrive and achieve their full 
potential. Evidence shows the importance of ECD for lifelong health, productivity, and well-being (Black 
et al., 2016; Yoshikawa & Kabay, 2015). It involves the creation of favourable conditions to facilitate the 
cognitive, social, emotional, linguistic, and physical development of young children (World Health 
Organisation [WHO] et al., 2018). Global and regional commitments to advancing ECD are reflected in 
various policies and development frameworks. For instance, the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 
emphasise equitable access to quality ECD and early learning opportunities by 2030 (United Nations, 
2015). At the regional level, the Continental Education Strategy for Africa (CESA 2016–2025; 
2026-2035) recognises early childhood education as the foundation for future learning and training, 
positioning it as a key priority for achieving sustained quality education across Africa (African Union, 
2016; 2025).

Despite the importance of ECD for school readiness and future life opportunities, there is a concern 
about insufficient efforts aimed at supporting children to get a good start in life. In Tanzania, a recent 
ECD index revealed that more than 50% of children aged two to five years living with their biological 
mother are not on track in health, learning, and psychosocial well-being (Ministry of Health et al., 2023). 
This index further showed that many children risked not attaining their full developmental potential, and 
failure to address these gaps early could lead to individual and national-level economic losses. 
Additionally, among 7.5 million pre-primary school-aged children (3-6 years), only 1.5 million were 
enrolled in school in 2022 (Office of the President, Regional Administration and Local Government, 
2022). This translates to 80% of children missing out on pre-primary education.

In 2021, the country launched the national multi-sectoral ECD programme to ensure all children are 
developmentally on track to reach their full potential (Ministry of Health, Community Development, 
Gender, Elderly and Children, 2021). This programme emphasises the relevance of strengthening data 
and evidence. Local ECD researchers, with their deep understanding of local systems and challenges, 
are well-placed to generate evidence that informs policy, investment, and practice; yet, they often remain 
underutilised (McLean & Sen, 2019). In response, Education Sub Saharan Africa (ESSA) and the 
Research for Equitable Access and Learning (REAL) Centre at the University of Cambridge, with funding 
from the Conrad N. Hilton Foundation, are aiming to increase the visibility of researchers in SSA, with 
Tanzania as a focus country.

This policy brief synthesises key findings from a comprehensive review of ECD research by Tanzanian 
authors (William & Rose, 2024). It compares outputs and trends of ECD research from Tanzania that are 
published in international databases (Dimensions, Scopus, and Web of Science) and those disseminated 
through local sources that are available online (institutional repositories, journals, and websites). Based 
on this analysis, actionable recommendations are offered to strengthen ECD research in Tanzania.
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1.0. Introduction

Early childhood is a crucial stage to invest in children to help them survive, thrive and achieve their full 
potential. Evidence shows the importance of ECD for lifelong health, productivity, and well-being (Black 
et al., 2016; Yoshikawa & Kabay, 2015). It involves the creation of favourable conditions to facilitate the 
cognitive, social, emotional, linguistic, and physical development of young children (World Health 
Organisation [WHO] et al., 2018). Global and regional commitments to advancing ECD are reflected in 
various policies and development frameworks. For instance, the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 
emphasise equitable access to quality ECD and early learning opportunities by 2030 (United Nations, 
2015). At the regional level, the Continental Education Strategy for Africa (CESA 2016–2025; 
2026-2035) recognises early childhood education as the foundation for future learning and training, 
positioning it as a key priority for achieving sustained quality education across Africa (African Union, 
2016; 2025).

2.0. ECD Research in Tanzania

2.1. Trends in research outputs

Overall, 363 ECD research outputs were identified for the period 2010 to 2022 from international 
databases and local sources. Out of these, 189 outputs were identified from only local sources within the 
2010 to 2022 period. The research outputs identified through local sources experienced a steady 
growth from just 6 in 2010 to 33 in 2018. It then declined to 22 and 13 in 2019 and 2020, respectively, 
potentially due to COVID-19. The health component of ECD received the most attention, accounting for 
55% of the total outputs, followed by nutrition at 46%. Education contributed 18%, while play made up 
8%. Responsive caregiving and environment and protection accounted for eight percent each of the 
total research outputs.

A comparison with international database search results reveals that ECD research in Tanzania is more 
likely to be published in international journals. For the period 2020-2022, 174 research outputs were 
identified from international databases compared with 67 in local sources. Research from international 
databases increased from 50 outputs in 2020 to 55 in 2021, and to 69 in 2022 (see Figure 1). Health 
received the most attention (52%), followed by nutrition (48%), environment and protection (21%), 
education (19%), play (10%), and responsive caregiving (9%).

Despite the importance of ECD for school readiness and future life opportunities, there is a concern 
about insufficient efforts aimed at supporting children to get a good start in life. In Tanzania, a recent 
ECD index revealed that more than 50% of children aged two to five years living with their biological 
mother are not on track in health, learning, and psychosocial well-being (Ministry of Health et al., 2023). 
This index further showed that many children risked not attaining their full developmental potential, and 
failure to address these gaps early could lead to individual and national-level economic losses. 
Additionally, among 7.5 million pre-primary school-aged children (3-6 years), only 1.5 million were 
enrolled in school in 2022 (Office of the President, Regional Administration and Local Government, 
2022). This translates to 80% of children missing out on pre-primary education.

In 2021, the country launched the national multi-sectoral ECD programme to ensure all children are 
developmentally on track to reach their full potential (Ministry of Health, Community Development, 
Gender, Elderly and Children, 2021). This programme emphasises the relevance of strengthening data 
and evidence. Local ECD researchers, with their deep understanding of local systems and challenges, 
are well-placed to generate evidence that informs policy, investment, and practice; yet, they often remain 
underutilised (McLean & Sen, 2019). In response, Education Sub Saharan Africa (ESSA) and the 
Research for Equitable Access and Learning (REAL) Centre at the University of Cambridge, with funding 
from the Conrad N. Hilton Foundation, are aiming to increase the visibility of researchers in SSA, with 
Tanzania as a focus country.

This policy brief synthesises key findings from a comprehensive review of ECD research by Tanzanian 
authors (William & Rose, 2024). It compares outputs and trends of ECD research from Tanzania that are 
published in international databases (Dimensions, Scopus, and Web of Science) and those disseminated 
through local sources that are available online (institutional repositories, journals, and websites). Based 
on this analysis, actionable recommendations are offered to strengthen ECD research in Tanzania.
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Journal articles were the main channel of disseminating ECD research in Tanzania. Most publications 
included in international databases were journal articles. This is also the case for those identified from 
local sources: eight out of ten research outputs across all the ECD components were journal articles. 
This trend demonstrates the relevance of journal publications within Tanzania’s academic community, 
likely influenced by higher education institutions’ academic staff promotion criteria. 

2.2. Intersection of ECD research and inequality factors

A significant portion of ECD research in Tanzania has not addressed key inequality factors such as 
gender, disability, ethnicity, religion, and socioeconomic status. For outputs from local sources, 54% 
focused on these issues, with gender receiving relatively greater attention by accounting for two-thirds 
of outputs that included inequality. By comparison, only 33% of the outputs from international 
databases focused on any of these inequality factors, with those on socioeconomic status being 
relatively high.

2.3. ECD research funding

A significant amount of the ECD research was funded. Half of the research identified from local sources 
was funded, compared with two-thirds of outputs from international databases.

For outputs from local sources, education and play received relatively little support, with all other ECD 
components securing at least 60% funding (see Figure 2a). Notably, despite ranking third and fourth in 
terms of research outputs, research on education and play continues to progress with limited financial 
backing. This funding gap is concerning, as adequate funding is crucial for ensuring the quality and 
effectiveness of research in these areas. Funding disparity was also observed across components in 
international databases, where each component was at least 50% funded, except education (33%) and 
responsive caregiving (27%) (see Figure 2b).

Figure 1: Research outputs trend for local and international sources compared
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Funding from international organisations was prevalent at 56% for outputs from local sources and 71% 
for outputs from international databases. Government funding accounted for only 12% of outputs from 
local sources and less than 1% of that from international databases. According to the World Bank, 
Tanzania allocates less than 1% of its GDP to research and development, of which 60% goes to 
institutions of higher education (World Bank, 2023). This allocation could explain the limited research 
funded by the government compared to other funders. As strengthening national data and evidence is 
one of the focus areas of the recently launched multi-sectoral ECD programme, increasing government 
funding for local research will be key to the programme’s success.

Overall, the most prominent funders of ECD research in Tanzania include the Bill and Melinda Gates 
Foundation, UK Aid, the US National Institutes of Health, the Fogarty International Centre, the Eunice 
Kennedy Shriver National Institute of Child Health and Human Development, the National Institute of 
Allergy and Infectious Diseases US, the United States Agency for International Development, and the 
Wellcome Trust. 

2.4 Researchers’ demographics and collaborations.

Tanzania’s ECD research is predominantly authored by males. For outputs from local sources, we 
observed a ratio of six male authors for every four female authors. The high male representation was 
evident across most ECD components, except for nutrition and responsive caregiving, where female 
authors were more (see Figure 3a). Male authorship is even more apparent in publications in 
international databases, accounting for about two-thirds of authorship (see Figure 3b).

Figure 2: Funding status for ECD research

Figure 3: Researchers’ gender by ECD component
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Most ECD researchers were affiliated with universities, followed by research institutions and hospitals 
with research departments. The Muhimbili University of Health and Allied Sciences was the most prolific 
single institution. Other institutions in the top five chart for both local sources and international 
databases included Sokoine University of Agriculture, University of Dodoma, Nelson Mandela African 
Institution of Science and Technology, and Catholic University of Health and Allied Sciences. 

Collaboration was a defining feature of ECD research in Tanzania, although the pattern differs in research 
outputs identified from local and international sources. For those from local sources, 34% resulted from 
within-country collaborations. Regional collaborations were limited, accounting for 4%. Research 
outputs that involved collaboration with authors outside SSA was 30%. 

The vast majority of publications from international databases included some form of collaboration. 
Collaboration outside SSA was the most prevalent at 67%, compared to only 30% for those from local 
sources (see Figure 4).

Figure 4: Collaborations compared for local sources and international databases outputs

3.0. Policy Recommendations

To enhance ECD research in Tanzania and increase visibility and uptake for policy and practice, the 
following key stakeholders can consider these recommendations:

3.1. Government

• Increase funding for ECD research. Allocate funding from the national research budget to 
ECD. Encourage local businesses and donor agencies to fund ECD research initiatives, 
especially those targeting marginalised and vulnerable groups. This would ensure the 
research process is locally led and addresses themes and challenges that match local 
agendas and priorities.

• Enhance visibility and accessibility of local ECD research by developing a functional online 
repository at the national or ministerial level. This will also facilitate easy coordination of ECD 
research and alignment with national goals to inform policy and practice.

34

4

30 32
24

6

67

3

Within country Within SSA Outside SSA No collaboration

Pe
rc

en
t o

f c
ol

la
bo

ra
tio

ns

Local sources International databases

Enhancing Holistic Child Development in Tanzania through Context-Relevant Research06



3.2. NGOs and funders

• Use funding mechanisms to foster South-South research collaborations; prioritise ECD 
research, particularly on education, play and responsive caregiving.

• Support more women to undertake and publish research on ECD. This can be achieved by 
providing targeted grants and scholarships for female researchers and by organising 
networking events, conferences, and workshops specifically designed to showcase the 
achievements of female researchers in ECD.

3.3. ECD researchers

• Address under-researched areas. Prioritise studies on education, play and responsive 
caregiving. Additionally, integrate inequality analyses into ECD research projects, where 
possible.

• Disclose funding information for published research outputs. This transparency would 
provide valuable insights into the sources of research funding, help to identify potential 
gaps, and provide evidence to strengthen advocacy efforts to seek greater investment and 
support for ECD research initiatives in Tanzania.

3.4. Research and higher education institutions

• Offer targeted support to female and early-career researchers to ensure sustainable and 
equitable production of ECD research. This could include organising networking events, 
conferences, and workshops specifically designed to spotlight female researchers as well as 
early-career researchers.
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