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DESCRIPTION
Malnutrition remains one of the most significant challenges in 
the field of nutrition and food sciences, affecting populations 
across all regions of the world. It refers to a condition in which 
an imbalance of energy, macronutrients, or micronutrients 
adversely affects body composition, physical function, and 
clinical outcomes. Malnutrition is no longer limited to 
undernutrition alone, it also includes micronutrient deficiencies 
and overnutrition, such as overweight and obesity. The 
coexistence of these conditions reflects profound changes in 
global food systems, dietary patterns, and lifestyles, making 
malnutrition a complex and persistent public health concern.

Undernutrition continues to be a major problem, particularly in 
low and middle income countries. It commonly manifests as 
stunting, wasting, and underweight, especially among infants, 
young children, pregnant women, and older adults. Stunting, 
which results from chronic nutrient deprivation, is associated 
with impaired physical growth and delayed cognitive 
development. Wasting, often caused by acute food shortages or 
illness, significantly increases the risk of morbidity and mortality. 
Underweight represents a combination of both chronic and 
acute undernutrition and remains a key indicator of poor 
nutritional status. These forms of undernutrition are closely 
linked to poverty, food insecurity, inadequate healthcare, and 
poor sanitation.

In addition to energy deficiency, micronutrient malnutrition 
represents a major but often overlooked aspect of malnutrition. 
Deficiencies of essential vitamins and minerals such as iron, 
iodine, vitamin A, zinc, and folate affect billions of people 
worldwide. This form of malnutrition, sometimes referred to as 
hidden hunger, may not present obvious clinical signs but has 
serious consequences for immune function, growth, 
reproduction, and cognitive performance. Iron deficiency 
anemia, for example, reduces work capacity and learning ability, 
while iodine deficiency impairs neurological development. 
Micronutrient deficiencies highlight the importance of dietary 
quality, not merely caloric adequacy.

Overnutrition has emerged as a growing concern in both 
developed and developing countries. Rapid urbanization,

increased availability of ultra-processed foods, and reduced
physical activity have contributed to rising rates of overweight
and obesity. Diets high in saturated fats, added sugars, and
refined carbohydrates but low in fruits, vegetables, and whole
grains have become increasingly common. Overnutrition is
strongly associated with non-communicable diseases such as type
2 diabetes, cardiovascular disease, hypertension, and certain
cancers. The simultaneous presence of undernutrition and
overnutrition within the same population, household, or even
individual is known as the double burden of malnutrition and
presents unique challenges for public health interventions.

The causes of malnutrition are multifactorial and
interconnected. At the individual level, inadequate dietary
intake, poor infant and young child feeding practices, and
disease play central roles. Recurrent infections can worsen
nutritional status by reducing appetite, impairing nutrient
absorption, and increasing metabolic demands. At the
household level, limited income, food insecurity, lack of dietary
diversity, and insufficient nutrition knowledge strongly influence
nutritional outcomes. Social and cultural factors, including
gender inequality and unequal access to resources, further
exacerbate vulnerability to malnutrition.

At a broader level, food systems and environmental factors
significantly shape nutritional status. Inefficient food production
and distribution, climate change, land degradation, and water
scarcity affect the availability and affordability of nutritious
foods. Economic instability, conflicts, and public health
emergencies can disrupt food supply chains and healthcare
services, increasing the risk of malnutrition among already
vulnerable populations. These structural determinants
emphasize that malnutrition is not solely a biological issue but
also a social and economic one.

The consequences of malnutrition are extensive and long-lasting.
In early life, poor nutrition compromises growth, cognitive
development, and immune function, with effects that often
persist into adulthood. Addressing malnutrition requires
comprehensive and integrated strategies. Nutrition-specific
interventions, such as promotion of exclusive breastfeeding,
appropriate complementary feeding, micronutrient
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supplementation, and food fortification, are effective in
improving nutritional status among high risk groups.

In conclusion, malnutrition in all its forms remains an
important global health issue with far-reaching implications. Its
persistence reflects complex interactions between biological,
social, economic, and environmental factors. Addressing

malnutrition requires coordinated efforts across sectors,
informed by scientific evidence and guided by equity and
sustainability. Advancements in nutrition and food sciences play
a vital role in developing effective solutions to improve
nutritional status and promote health across the life course.
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