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DESCRIPTION
Pediatric malnutrition remains one of the most persistent global 
health concerns, affecting millions of children and contributing 
significantly to childhood morbidity and mortality. Defined as a 
deficiency, excess or imbalance in a child’s intake of energy and 
nutrients, malnutrition in children can present as undernutrition 
wasting, stunting and underweight or as over nutrition, leading 
to overweight and obesity. While undernutrition is more 
prevalent in low-and middle-income countries, over nutrition is 
increasingly seen across all socioeconomic settings, reflecting the 
double burden of malnutrition. During this window of rapid 
physical and cognitive development, inadequate nutrition can 
have irreversible effects on growth, brain development, immune 
function and long-term health outcomes.

Causes of pediatric malnutrition

The causes of pediatric undernutrition are multifactorial and 
include food insecurity, poor maternal nutrition, inadequate 
breastfeeding and complementary feeding practices, frequent 
infections, poor sanitation, and lack of access to healthcare. In 
many cases, children suffer from a combination of these factors, 
creating a vicious cycle where illness impairs malnutrition and 
malnutrition increases the severity of illness. For instance, 
diarrheal diseases, respiratory infections and parasitic 
infestations are both caused by and contributors to malnutrition, 
particularly in settings with limited access to clean water and 
sanitation.

Assessment of pediatric malnutrition involves anthropometric 
measurements, including weight-for-age, height-for-age, weight-
for-height, and Mid-Upper Arm Circumference (MUAC). These 
indicators help determine whether a child is underweight, 
stunted or wasted. Laboratory tests may also be used to assess 
micronutrient deficiencies, such as anemia from iron deficiency 
or night blindness from vitamin A deficiency. Identifying and

addressing micronutrient deficiencies is vital, as they can impair 
immune function, cognitive development and physical growth 
even in the absence of overt signs of malnutrition.

Management of pediatric malnutrition

Management strategies for pediatric malnutrition depend on the 
severity and underlying causes. In cases of moderate acute 
malnutrition, children may benefit from fortified blended foods 
and targeted nutritional counseling. For severe acute 
malnutrition, particularly when associated with medical 
complications, therapeutic feeding with Ready-To-Use 
Therapeutic Foods (RUTFs), inpatient care, and close 
monitoring are essential. Community-Based Management of 
Acute Malnutrition (CMAM) programs have proven effective in 
reaching large populations and reducing mortality by treating 
children at the community level and referring complicated cases 
to health facilities. Overnutrition, while once considered a 
problem of affluent societies, now affects children in all regions. 
Pediatric obesity is associated with unhealthy dietary habits, 
sedentary lifestyles, and an increasing exposure to processed and 
energy-dense foods.

CONCLUSION
pediatric malnutrition is a complex and multifaceted issue that 
significantly impairs the health and development of children 
worldwide. It requires concerted action from families, 
communities, healthcare providers, and policymakers to ensure 
that every child receives the nutrition they need to grow, learn, 
and thrive. Obese children are at risk for type 2 diabetes, 
hypertension, dyslipidemia, orthopedic problems, and 
psychological issues, including low self-esteem and depression. 
Addressing the root causes of malnutrition, implementing 
effective interventions, and promoting sustainable development 
are key to ending malnutrition in all its forms and securing a 
healthier future for the world’s children.
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