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Malnutrition: An Overview 

Definition: 
Malnutrition refers to deficiencies, excesses, or imbalances in a person’s intake of energy 
and/or nutrients. It can lead to poor health and is often associated with both undernutrition 
(lack of nutrients) and overnutrition (excessive intake of nutrients). 

Types of Malnutrition 

1. Undernutrition: 

o Occurs when there is a lack of nutrients and energy in the diet. It can lead to 
stunted growth, underweight conditions, and muscle wasting. 

o Types of Undernutrition: 

a. Wasting (Marasmus): 
A severe form of malnutrition characterized by significant weight loss, 
often caused by lack of food and essential nutrients. It is commonly seen 
in children. 

▪ Example: A child with marasmus has very thin arms and legs, a 
hollow-looking face, and is visibly underweight. 

b. Stunting: 
Refers to low height for a child’s age, primarily due to chronic 
malnutrition over time. This can affect cognitive and physical 
development. 

▪ Example: Children who are stunted may appear shorter than 
their peers of the same age, and the condition is often 
irreversible if not addressed early. 

c. Underweight: 
Being underweight refers to having a low weight for one’s age, indicating 
that a person’s nutritional needs are not being met. 

▪ Example: A child or adult who falls below the normal weight 
range for their age may be classified as underweight. 

2. Overnutrition: 

o Occurs when there is an excess intake of nutrients, especially calories, leading 
to obesity and related health conditions like diabetes, heart disease, and 
hypertension. 

o Example: A person who consumes too much processed food, high in fats and 
sugars, without balancing it with physical activity, may become obese. 

Causes of Malnutrition 

1. Lack of Food Access: 

o Food insecurity, poverty, and insufficient agricultural practices lead to a lack of 
food, causing undernutrition. 
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o Example: In drought-affected regions, families may not have enough crops or 
livestock to meet their daily food needs. 

2. Poor Dietary Choices: 

o People may consume food that is high in calories but low in essential nutrients 
like vitamins and minerals, leading to both undernutrition (deficiency of 
nutrients) and overnutrition (excess calories). 

o Example: Eating a diet of primarily junk food such as sugary snacks or fast food 
can lead to vitamin deficiencies despite gaining weight. 

3. Illness and Infections: 

o Certain infections, like chronic diarrhea, can lead to malabsorption of nutrients, 
contributing to malnutrition. 

o Example: A child with recurrent diarrhea may not absorb enough nutrients, 
leading to weight loss and nutrient deficiencies. 

4. Inadequate Infant and Child Feeding Practices: 

o Infants and children require nutrient-dense food for growth and development. 
Poor breastfeeding practices and lack of access to nutritious food can cause 
malnutrition. 

o Example: A child not receiving exclusive breastfeeding for the first six months of 
life may suffer from stunted growth due to inadequate nutrition. 

5. Food Allergies and Intolerances: 

o Food allergies or intolerances (e.g., lactose intolerance) may limit access to 
certain nutrient-rich foods. 

o Example: A child who is allergic to dairy products may miss out on calcium and 
vitamin D, which are essential for bone development. 

6. Social and Economic Factors: 

o Poverty, social inequalities, lack of education, and gender disparities can all 
contribute to malnutrition. 

o Example: In some societies, women may have less access to nutritious food 
due to cultural practices, increasing their risk of malnutrition. 

Symptoms and Signs of Malnutrition 

• Undernutrition Symptoms: 

o Weight loss, fatigue, dizziness, and irritability. 

o Physical signs such as dry skin, brittle hair, and weakened immune function 
(leading to frequent infections). 

o In children: Stunted growth, delayed cognitive development, and low energy 
levels. 
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• Overnutrition Symptoms: 

o Weight gain, excess body fat, and visible changes in body size. 

o Increased risk of diseases like type 2 diabetes, high cholesterol, and 
cardiovascular diseases. 

o In children: Early onset of obesity-related issues like high blood pressure and 
joint problems. 

Prevention and Treatment of Malnutrition 

1. Balanced Diet: 

o Ensuring a balanced intake of carbohydrates, proteins, fats, vitamins, and 
minerals is essential to prevent malnutrition. 

o Example: A diet that includes fruits, vegetables, grains, and protein sources like 
beans or meat helps maintain a healthy weight and proper nutrition. 

2. Nutritional Supplements: 

o In cases of nutrient deficiencies, supplements like vitamin A, iron, or zinc can 
help combat malnutrition. 

o Example: Providing vitamin A supplements to children in regions where this 
deficiency is common can prevent blindness and improve immune function. 

3. Improving Food Security: 

o Community programs aimed at improving access to food through agriculture, 
distribution, and food assistance programs can help reduce malnutrition. 

o Example: School lunch programs in low-income areas can provide children with 
at least one nutritious meal a day. 

4. Health Education: 

o Raising awareness about proper nutrition, breastfeeding, and dietary practices 
can prevent malnutrition. 

o Example: Educating mothers about the importance of exclusive breastfeeding 
for the first six months helps ensure that infants receive essential nutrients for 
growth. 

5. Medical Treatment: 

o In severe cases, medical intervention may be required, including hospitalization 
and treatment with therapeutic foods (high-energy and nutrient-dense). 

o Example: A child suffering from severe wasting may need treatment with ready-
to-use therapeutic foods (RUTF), such as Plumpy’Nut, to regain weight and 
health. 

Conclusion: 



4 | P a g e  
 

Malnutrition is a serious global health issue that affects people of all ages but is particularly 
dangerous for children and infants. Understanding the causes and consequences of 
malnutrition, and taking steps to ensure a balanced diet and access to necessary nutrients, are 
essential for preventing its devastating effects. 

 


