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Abstract: This paper will focus on malnutrition of children under the age of 5 in developing 

countries. This paper will be organized in three different sections. The first section will 

concentrate on the method of analysis and explain the dependent and independent variables as 

well as define the main vocabulary. The second section of this paper will try to situate 

malnutrition in the world and consequences it has for children in developing countries. The final 

and third section of this paper will try to come up with ways to prevent or fight malnutrition and 

insure a better future for the next generations.  

 

Section 1 – Method and data 

 

Method: 

This study was done using a dataset fellow students and I put together with the help of our 

professor. This “human rights” dataset has data for 192 countries, rich and developing countries 

altogether. These data are related with women and children, mostly health data, in different 

countries. This study will exclude the rich countries, being only interested by developing 

countries. It will mainly focus on the year 2006, however for some of the countries data for that 



one year were missing so we will utilize data from prior year spanning from 1999 (one case) to 

2009 (2 case). Some case didn’t have any years available for the dependent variable of this study 

so they were excluded; however it is only a small proportion. When more than one year was 

available we decided to get the one closest to 2006 if this one was not available. The year 2006 

was picked because it was the most recent year with the most data for malnutrition, 41 cases. We 

will study here 122 developing countries, those excluded either didn’t have data or were rich 

countries.  

For this study I want to use a simple cross-sectional design, this study excluding the rich 

countries will focus on the developing ones; it will be a cross-country analysis measuring only 

one year for each country. Like we saw before this one point in time is 2006, being the most 

recent year with most of the data. I used data from other years as lagged values for my dependent 

variable when 2006 wasn’t available. I chose to study 122 developing countries because it will 

allow me to have more case to study and not be constrain by a lack of data given some countries 

in some continents didn’t have any data. I first wanted to focus on African countries, but given 

some missing data that couldn’t have been a reliable study. For this study I will use some health 

related readings that studied similar topics, with different independent variables for some of 

them. 

Dependent variable 

 

The dependent variable for this study is malnutrition for children under 5 years of age. In the 

dataset this variable was shown for the height and weight. Using SPSS it was shown that both of 

these were highly correlated so we used both of these variables to create one. The malnutrition 



data for height (malnutrh in the dataset) and weight (malnutrw) were put together in order to have only 

one dependent variable, the fact that they were closely related allowed that, the name of the variable 

created is malnutr5.  Malnutrition is defined has being “Malnutrition is the condition that develops 

when the body does not get the right amount of the vitamins, minerals, and other nutrients it needs to 

maintain healthy tissues and organ function.”1  Unlike common knowledge malnutrition is not only 

undernourishment; obesity is also another cause of malnutrition. “Malnutrition is a broad term that 

refers to all forms of poor nutrition. It has a range of manifestations, from undernutrition at one 

end of the spectrum to obesity at the other”2. I chose to concentrate on malnutrition for children under 

five in developing countries because most of the data related to malnutrition are for children under 5 and 

most of them are available for developing countries. Also I think that children under 5 years old 

malnutrition is important because it is highly correlated to their later life, weight and height. A child 

development won’t be the same if he doesn’t get to eat the proper amount of nutrients while he is growing 

up. Children being the future of the world, I thought it would be interesting to focus mainly on them in 

developing countries. Another reason for focusing on children is also related to their health, they are the 

ones who suffer the most from diseases such as HIV, diarrhea… Some of these diseases can be cured but 

due to the lack of medical assistance in these countries they can become fatal. Children under 5 depend on 

other to live but in order to do so, resources that are unavailable most of the time, are needed. 

Malnutrition was selected as a dependent variable because it is not studied most of the time when 

developing countries are, studies being rather centered on diseases such as HIV or on poverty. Not to be 

mistaken, malnutrition is an important cause of death in these countries. 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
1 http://medical-dictionary.thefreedictionary.com/malnutrition 
2 Health report of 2007 (see bibliography) 

http://medical-dictionary.thefreedictionary.com/Vitamins


Independent variables 

 

For this paper we will also add some variable that can be closely related to malnutrition or can have an 

impact on it. The choice of these different independent variables was not neutral, in fact most of the 

malnutrition articles I found while doing this study had many of these variables. One of the independent 

variable is children under five mortality (chmortu5). This variable is a rate expressed per 1000 children 

under 5.  This variable was selected because malnutrition has an impact on children mortality; it is a 

factor to take into account. However, mortality is not only explained by malnutrition alone, other factors 

impact this variable such as wars, diseases, poverty… (see  (Gabriele Alberto, April 2007)). Two 

other important independent variables to add to this study are gender related, the first is women 

lead household (fheadhh1), expressed in percent of household headed by a female individual. 

The second independent variable is women’s primary education, for pupils (priedpupf), 

expressed in a percentage of women among the total of pupils, male and female. It was shown in 

World Disasters Report of 2011  (societies., 2011) that women are among the most vulnerable 

category of the developing world population. Children under 5 living in household lead primary 

by women are more prone to be malnourished than other type of households. The same goes for 

women education, the least education a household has, the higher the risk of malnutrition is. 

These are all social explanatory factors, however some other factors would allow us to study 

malnutrition. We can add the GDP per Capita (constant 2000 US$) (gdppc) and the GINI index 

3(gini) in order to explain malnutrition in these countries. It would allow us to show the impact of 

the external trend on nutrition. The  (Gabriele Alberto, April 2007)) paper showed it is an 

                                                           
3 “The Gini coefficient measures the inequality among values of a frequency distribution (for example levels of 
income). A Gini coefficient of zero expresses perfect equality where all values are the same (for example, where 
everyone has an exactly equal income). A Gini coefficient of one (100 on the percentile scale) expresses maximal 
inequality among values (for example where only one person has all the income)” (source: Wikipedia) 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Frequency_distribution


important explanatory factor to children’s malnutrition in developing countries. Another variable 

that could be important to add to this study is the economic income of a household like many 

studies showed, it will have an impact on malnutrition. The study of  (Gabriele Alberto, April 

2007) linked GDP GROWTH and income poverty. In this paper I want to study the cause of 

malnutrition as well as the consequences it has on a population.  Three of the independent 

variables that I think are important to add to better understand malnutrition are foreign direct 

investment, net inflows (% of GDP) 4(FDI) (fdiingdp in the dataset) and the growth domestic 

product 5(GDP). It is also important to add a variable for trade in these countries, since it has an 

impact on malnutrition. We can add Trade (% of GDP) (tradegdp in the dataset). We can also 

add some data from the population living in rural and urban area (for example Slums since it’s 

also an index of poverty (variable slum in the dataset)) to try to understand if most of the 

malnourished children are living in urban area such as some studies showed, or contrary to 

common beliefs living in rural area. This variable was calculated using the percentage of the 

population living in urban areas. Depending on the result we will be able to conclude if access to 

the downtown and common services can impact malnutrition. Other variables that can have an 

important impact on malnutrition are health related variables such as health expenditure per 

capita (expressed for current US$) (healthpc) and the health expenditure total (% of GDP) 

                                                           
4 Definition: “[…] refers to the net inflows of investment to acquire a lasting management interest (10 percent or 
more of voting stock) in an enterprise operating in an economy other than that of the investor.[1] It is the sum of 
equity capital,other long-term capital, and short-term capital as shown in the balance of payments. It usually 
involves participation in management, joint-venture, transfer of technology and expertise. There are two types of 
FDI: inward foreign direct investment and outward foreign direct investment, resulting in a net FDI inflow (positive 
or negative) and "stock of foreign direct investment", which is the cumulative number for a given period. Direct 
investment excludes investment through purchase of shares.[2] FDI is one example of international factor 
movement” (Source: Wikipedia) 
5 Definition: “The monetary value of all the finished goods and services produced within a country's borders in a 

specific time period, though GDP is usually calculated on an annual basis. It includes all of private and 

public consumption, government outlays, investments and exports less imports that occur within a defined 

territory”. Source: http://www.investopedia.com/terms/g/gdp.asp#ixzz1jMMsUCA5 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Foreign_direct_investment#cite_note-0
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Balance_of_payments
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Joint-venture
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Transfer_of_technology
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Foreign_portfolio_investment
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Foreign_direct_investment#cite_note-1
http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=International_factor_movement&action=edit&redlink=1
http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=International_factor_movement&action=edit&redlink=1
http://www.investopedia.com/terms/g/gdp.asp#ixzz1jMMsUCA5


(healtgdp) since access to the health system can help to decrease the high rates of children 

malnutrition. 

 

Section 2 – Analysis 

Economic factors 

Malnutrition has an impact on a macro as well as a micro level. Many factors can help to 

explain it. First of all malnutrition is related to the economic growth of one country, the economy 

will help to make the malnutrition rate fluctuate. The economic growth of one country will 

influence every rate; it will define a country state and help make hunger decrease. 

Malnutrition comes from the economic market, the globalization (trade) that results in 

poverty. It also comes in part from a lack of education and common public services. Malnutrition 

is also related to the country, the rate will fluctuate depending on the country, its environment, 

and the resources available to feed a population. Another factor is political, depending on a 

country state of mind and if it invests in programs and basic public goods, and its intervention on 

food prices. High food prices are an explanation to malnutrition, the fact that part of the 

population is not able to afford the nutrients they need, resulting in turn to an unequal access to 

food for household, causes malnutrition. This explanation rest partly on income distribution and 

poverty, poverty is closely related to hunger. However unequal access to food doesn’t explain the 

high malnutrition rates in developing countries, food quality and education are also important 

factors. If the population is not educated to what nutrients are important they don’t know what is 

essential to eat, resulting in obesity or undernourishment. Another explanatory factor rest on a 

population access to health and aid programs, the least access a population has to these helps the 



higher malnutrition and child mortality rates will be. Malnutrition impacts children’s weight and 

health, however it also has other dire consequences for a population. Malnourished children tend 

to do worse at school than well-nourished children. The fact that one is malnourished will 

prevent most children from doing well in school; not having the proper nutrients have an impact 

on one’s being able to concentrate. It will also have an impact in adulthood later on, in their 

everyday work and lives. 

Now that we have seen some explanation to malnutrition and some of the dire 

consequences it can have on a population we can wonder in what developing countries the rates 

of malnutrition for children under 5 are higher. According to the study from  (Gabriele Alberto, 

April 2007) Malnutrition is more spread in South Asian countries contrary to common belief, 

this fact can be explained by the overpopulation in this country, and the unequal access to 

adequate food. Some studies even wonder if the rates of malnutrition are increasing in Asia and 

in the world, given by the ever-growing worldwide population and fading resources the earth is 

providing. 

Even though the African countries are poorer they are not the ones suffering the most 

from malnutrition. This fact allows us to show that even if poverty is related to malnutrition, it is 

not the only explaining factor; other factors will have an impact on a population and their 

nourishment. Some of the independent variables we selected for this study will allow us to show 

what other factors have an impact on the dependent variable. 

Area of living and seasonal changes – does It have an impact? 

An interesting fact about hunger is the fact that most of the malnourished and hungry 

people live in rural area or in the slums of urban areas. Most malnourished children are from 



poor families or families who don’t have access to common public services. It also rests on a 

population ability to self-product or rely on trade. We can see that malnutrition heavily depends 

on one’s social class, one’s household occupation, environment and access to education. 

As another study shows, malnutrition is also heavily influenced by the time of the year 

and seasons. By that, we are linking agriculture to malnutrition. Depending on the seasons some 

type of food will be harvested resulting in varying rates of malnutrition during different times of 

the year. Therefore climate has a fluctuating effect on malnutrition rates. The malnutrition rate 

will fluctuate as a result to the harvest time and the type of food being produced; some period of 

the year might lack some nutrients given by a type of food being only produced in the Spring 

(Crittenden, 1986). Therefore we can expect to find higher malnutrition rates during the winter 

than over the spring time.  

Poverty and access to public goods 

Not only do the high poverty rate in developing countries has an influenced on 

malnutrition rate, so does access to public good. We can include transport as well as health 

program to have an impact on malnutrition. The fact that one don’t have a way of transportation 

will prevent them from accessing certain services that are only available in certain areas 

(downtown for example) and therefore result in malnutrition. This stands truer when this 

population lives in rural areas. Rural population tend to be excluded from basic services and 

goods, given they have limited access to it; this fact can partly explain why rural population 

suffer from malnutrition the most. As for explaining the malnutrition in urban areas, poverty 

seems to be the main factor, most malnourished population live in slums (poor areas) of a city.  



However access to public goods is a partial explanation to malnutrition, other factors 

have an influence on it. Some of the children are born in difficult condition, lacking medical 

assistance; as a result to that fact and some other things, such as the expectant mother lacking the 

proper nutrients throughout her pregnancy, some are born with low-birth weight. This fact will 

have an impact on their later life, it will be more difficult for them to have the proper nutrition, 

therefore more risk for malnutrition. 

Food production and access. 

The food production allows us to understand part of the malnutrition rate in developing 

countries, some of these countries rely heavily on import and trade and therefore don’t auto-

produce what they eat. Closely correlated with the food production we can also talk about food 

availability for developing countries knowing it is related to the economic growth in these 

countries. Food accessibility is correlated with income distribution as well inequality. Not every 

household in developing countries suffer from malnutrition, the most vulnerable ones are also the 

poorest one, malnutrition rest in part on income distribution, because they can’t afford some of 

the most basic food. Poverty is one of the most important factors of malnutrition; it also has an 

impact on education, therefore some households don’t know what type of food is essential. 

Poverty also prevents part of the population from accessing some vital public goods.  

The food quality is also a factor of malnutrition, not only the quantity. Contrary to common 

belief, malnutrition is not only when someone is undernourished but also over nourished. For example 

eating mostly junk food, even the common quantity, will still result in malnutrition since junk food 

doesn’t offer the essential nutrients. This fact rests in part on education and population access to vital 

foods. One of the consequences of malnutrition is chronic hunger, when one doesn’t have 



sufficient nutrients they tend to be hungry most of the tine, this fact has many consequences 

(lack of concentration among others). 

Girl’s education and gender discrimination 

Girls’ and population’s education are important to educate a population so they know what kind 

of nutrients are crucial and how to eat properly. Gender discrimination is also to blame for part of the 

malnutrition, The World Disasters Report of 2011  (societies., 2011) states that 60% of 

undernourished people are women, and that girls tended to be more neglected than boys. 

Therefore this fact has an important effect on children’s malnutrition. This same report also 

states that “in some countries girls are twice as likely as boys to die from malnutrition and 

preventable childhood diseases […] simply because of their sex”6. The same goes for education, 

the report states that “[…] educational status of women, you see that malnutrition is highest 

among children of women with little schooling […] know that illiteracy is closely related to 

malnutrition […]”7 

 

Some studies also added data for democracies (index of democracy), the political frame 

of a country having an impact on malnutrition. It was showed that democracies did have an 

impact on malnutrition, however it wasn’t significant. A study proved that malnutrition was also 

affected by the level of economic development except when GDPPC increased. International trade is 

another important factor of malnutrition, it will impact the population ability to access vital food for a 

reasonable price, making sure more people can be properly fed. 

 

                                                           
6 World Disasters Report of 2011  (societies., 2011) 
7 World Disasters Report of 2011  (societies., 2011) 



 

 

Section 3 – Is there any way to prevent it? 

 

Like we saw before malnutrition has consequences for the future of the population, it has a 

negative effect on children’s health, it weakens population and their potential to have a brighter future. 

This also impacts their future social class and their economic situation. Children’s malnutrition alters 

children’s concentration and their capacity to learn and have a higher education. Some of the effects are 

health related, diseases, health issues, and death.  

Now that we have seen the many consequences of malnutrition we can wonder about its 

effect and ways to fight it. A stronger support from the state, and a more equal access to public 

and health services would allow to educate the population and fight against malnutrition. Also, 

decreasing prices of vital nutrients and food would allow a more equal access to food, therefore 

reducing the malnutrition rates. Moreover, we know that the international trade has an impact on 

malnutrition, insuring low food prices and maintaining a local food production would result in 

lower malnutrition rates. In order to do that it is important to support the farmers and primary 

sector of a country. Malnutrition rates seem to be increasing, more and more people are suffering 

from it, especially in developing countries. The World Disasters Report of 2011  (societies., 

2011) states that malnutrition is more widespread than hunger and that billions of people, most of 

them from living in developing countries, are suffering from it. In order to end malnutrition it is 

important to rethink the political, cultural and economic system and structure of a country, since 

we saw that malnutrition is closely correlated with the system of a country. It can also help to 



educate the poorest part of the population living in developing countries, to what type of 

nutrients are essential and to change their consumption and habits. It is essential to have a diet 

that balance all the nutrients, meat, dairy and vegetables so as not to have too much of something 

and not enough of something else. To make an impact on malnutrition it is essential to change 

the structure and find innovations in different areas of a society, we need systematic and overall 

changes. Poverty in these countries is the main influence for malnutrition, in order to impact it, it 

is essential to listen to the poorest. By changing small things, it will only have a moderate impact 

on malnutrition, therefore it is important to modify the structure. If nothing changes children will 

die, being among the most vulnerable part of the population. Malnutrition can result in starving 

or obesity. In the case of developing countries it mostly results in undernourishment rather than 

over nourishment, making the children more prone to contract a disease that their immune 

system can’t fight. Even the most commune diseases can become fatal when the immune system 

is weakened. By helping fight malnutrition it will also make an impact, even small, on children 

mortality in developing countries. Other than health issues it can also results in struggle in school 

for these same children, putting their future in jeopardy. It’s not only about a lack of food, 

poverty is also one of the explaining factor behind malnutrition, the population can’t access the 

food they need to be healthy. The global economy is also to blame for the increasing rates of 

malnutrition, especially the crisis. 

 

Therefore to fight against malnutrition it is important to promote agriculture, public 

goods such as to clean water, sanitation, healthcare and proper food.  It is important to treat 

malnutrition not only on an individual level but also on a macro-level, a country level. Even 

though macro determinants are indirectly related to malnutrition, they still have an important 



impact. Democracies and the political system have an impact on malnutrition. In order to do that 

we need to change some policies and modify how the economy in a country is governed. 

Furthermore, the World Disasters Report of 2011  (societies., 2011) states that this has to be 

modified both “internally and in their foreign relations and trade”. It also explains that 

“Redistribution of resources and the consequent increase in purchasing power of the needy 

masses is a necessary, though not sufficient, solution to the problem of hunger”. As we can see 

increasing the purchasing power of the poor will reduce in part malnutrition. It is important to 

modify the global food market and the international trade in order to make a real impact in 

children’s and overall malnutrition. Since to make an impact it is essential to change not only the 

micro but also the macro-factors, we can see that it’s going to take time to make an impact on 

malnutrition. Furthermore, malnutrition is an unknown and under studied health problems in 

developing countries. 

 

 

 

To conclude this research proposal, in order to study malnutrition of children under 5 in 

developing countries it is important to include Economic, social and cultural factors.  Malnutrition has 

diverse explaining factors such as a lack of investment in agriculture, climate changes, poverty, global 

market forces, education… Furthermore, the economic development of a country helps to better 

understand the rates of malnutrition in a country, it will have an effect on the mortality as well as access 

to food for a given country. There are ways to prevent malnutrition in developing countries; first 

we can insure an equal access to public basic services to everyone, not only the richest of 

countries. This solution will also have an important impact on children mortality rates. Changing 



a country policy, enabling fluctuation in prices, more help, more access for the poor, will permit 

to lower malnutrition rates.  
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