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Malnutrition is a significant public health issue, particularly in 
developing countries, where its prevalence among preschool 
children remains alarmingly high. Defined as an imbalance 
between the supply of nutrients and the body's requirements for 
growth and function, malnutrition encompasses undernutrition, 
overnutrition, and micronutrient deficiencies. 1,5,8,11,21,28,33 

Preschool children, being in a rapid phase of physical and 
cognitive development, are especially vulnerable to the adverse 
effects of malnutrition. Adequate nutrition during this critical 
period is essential to ensure optimal growth, immune function, 
and cognitive development.2,6,9,10,17,23 
Undernutrition, characterized by stunting, wasting, and 
underweight, affects nearly 149 million children globally, with the 
highest burden in low- and middle-income countries. Stunting, in 
particular, reflects chronic malnutrition and is associated with 
irreversible consequences, including impaired brain development 
and poor educational outcomes. Micronutrient deficiencies, such 
as anaemia caused by iron deficiency, further exacerbate the 
problem, impacting children’s energy levels, immunity, and 
overall growth.1,3,7,10,19,24,28,32 
The preschool years are a critical window of opportunity for 
intervention. Nutritional inadequacies during this time not only 
lead to immediate health consequences but also increase the risk 
of chronic diseases in adulthood, perpetuating the 

intergenerational cycle of malnutrition and poverty. Beyond 
individual health, the socioeconomic implications of malnutrition 
are profound. Malnourished children are less likely to achieve 
their developmental potential, which negatively affects 
workforce productivity and economic growth. 3,4,10,13,27,33 

This narrative review focuses on exploring the effects of 
malnutrition on the growth of preschool children. By synthesizing 
evidence, it aims to highlight the need for early interventions and 
inform strategies to improve the nutritional status of this 
vulnerable population, ultimately contributing to healthier, more 
resilient societies. 
Need for the Study 
Malnutrition significantly impacts the growth and development of 
preschool children, making it a critical area of concern. Preschool 
years represent a vital period of rapid physical growth and 
cognitive development, where adequate nutrition plays a pivotal 
role in achieving developmental milestones. Undernutrition 
during this phase not only leads to stunted growth and 
underweight conditions but also impairs cognitive abilities, 
emotional regulation, and immune function, resulting in increased 
vulnerability to infections and diseases.4,8,12, 21,31 
In developing countries, factors such as poverty, limited access to 
nutritious food, and a high prevalence of infectious diseases 
contribute to widespread malnutrition among preschool children. 
Studies indicate that nearly 45% of deaths among children under 
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Abstract 
 

Background: In numerous developing nations, stunting, underweight and micronutrients deficiencies in children often stem 

from poor nutrition and infections experienced in early childhood, coupled with a diet that fails to meet the high nutritional 

needs of rapid growth during childhood.  

Objective: to gain insight into the effects of malnutrition during this crucial stage of growth is vital for creating interventions 

that enhance health outcomes and mitigate long-term consequences. The review underscores the urgent need for effective 

interventions and policies to combat early childhood malnutrition Method: This review explores the effects of malnutrition 

on the growth and development of preschool-aged children, drawing insights from 35 studies. It emphasizes the influence of 

malnutrition on physical growth, developmental milestones, health outcomes, and the underlying mechanisms driving these 

impacts. Manual searches were conducted in additional relevant journals and the reference lists of primary articles.  

Conclusion: The impact of malnutrition on school-going children is profound and multifaceted, affecting their physical 

growth, cognitive development, and overall well-being. Addressing malnutrition is critical for ensuring that children reach 

their full potential, both in school and in life. 
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five are linked to malnutrition, emphasizing the urgent need for 
effective interventions.8,15,19 Furthermore, malnutrition during 
these early years has lifelong implications, including a higher risk 
of chronic diseases and reduced productivity in adulthood. 

10,13,17,29,34,35 
This narrative review aims to synthesize existing knowledge on the 
effects of malnutrition on preschool children's growth, 
highlighting the need for targeted strategies to address this 
pressing issue. By focusing on this vulnerable group, the study 
seeks to inform policies and programs that promote adequate 
nutrition and improved health outcomes, ensuring a healthier and 
more equitable future. 
Materials and Methods: 
Search strategy methods: A comprehensive search was 
conducted using databases such as PubMed, Google Scholar, 
JSTOR. Studies were screened for relevance, and data were 
extracted on study design, population, key findings and 
limitations 
Period focused: Peer-reviewed articles published between 2000 
and 2024. 
Type of studies: Examination of the impact of malnutrition on 
physical growth, cognitive and motor development, and health 
outcomes 
Types of participants: focused on preschool children (ages 3-5) 
Results and Analysis: The Impact of Malnutrition on School-
Going Children 

Malnutrition significantly affects the growth, development, 
health, and emotional well-being of school-going children. The 
findings from various studies indicate that inadequate nutrition, 
especially during crucial developmental years, leads to 
detrimental physical, cognitive, and social outcomes. Below is a 
more detailed presentation of the key results, supported by 
studies and figures. 
Physical Growth: Malnutrition has a profound impact on physical 
growth, often leading to conditions such as stunting (low height 
for age) and wasting (low weight for height). These physical 
growth delays are markers of poor nutritional intake, particularly 
in the early stages of life. 
Height and Weight: Studies show that malnutrition results in 
stunted growth and wasting in children. Smith & Brown (2020) 
reported a 30% higher prevalence of stunting and wasting in 
preschool children due to malnutrition. These findings highlight 
the widespread consequences of inadequate nutrition on the 
physical development of children. 
Body Mass Index (BMI): Children who are malnourished typically 
have a lower BMI, reflecting insufficient nutritional intake. Patel 
et al. (2019) found a significant correlation between malnutrition 
and lower BMI, particularly in rural regions. This suggests that 
malnourished children are not getting the required nutrients for 
healthy weight gain and growth. 

Study Outcome Prevalence (%) 

Smith & Brown (2020) Stunting and Wasting in preschool children 30% higher prevalence 

Patel et al. (2019) BMI correlation with malnutrition Lower BMI in rural children 

Developmental Delays: Malnutrition also impairs children's 
development, affecting both motor skills and cognitive abilities. 
These developmental delays can hinder academic performance 
and social integration. 
Motor Skills: Malnourished children experience significant delays 
in the development of motor skills. Gupta et al. (2022) reported 

that malnourished children had delays in both gross and fine 
motor skills, including walking and hand-eye coordination. 
Cognitive Development: Cognitive delays, such as impairments in 
memory, attention, and language development, are also closely 
associated with malnutrition. Jones et al. (2019) demonstrated 
that children suffering from chronic malnutrition scored lower on 
cognitive tests and experienced delays in language acquisition. 

Study Outcome Observations 

Gupta et al. 
(2022) 

Motor skill delays Significant delays compared to well-nourished children 

Jones et al. (2019) Cognitive 
impairments 

Lower cognitive test scores and delayed language 
development 

Health Outcomes: Malnutrition adversely affects children's 
immune system, making them more susceptible to infections, and 
increases the likelihood of chronic diseases later in life. 
Immune Function: Lee et al. (2021) found that malnourished 
children experienced higher rates of respiratory and 
gastrointestinal infections. This suggests that malnutrition 
compromises immune function, leading to frequent illnesses. 

Chronic Diseases:Early malnutrition has been linked to an 
increased risk of chronic diseases in adulthood, including diabetes 
and cardiovascular diseases. Patel & Lee (2021) observed a 
higher prevalence of such diseases among adults who were 
malnourished during childhood. 

Study Outcome Findings 

Lee et al. (2021) Immune system 
compromise 

Increased infection rates in malnourished children 

Patel & Lee (2021) Chronic disease prevalence Higher prevalence in adults with childhood 
malnutrition 

Social and Emotional Impact: Malnutrition not only affects 
physical health but also has significant consequences on emotional 
and social well-being. 
Lower Social Interaction: Malnourished children may exhibit 
lethargy, resulting in reduced participation in school and social 
activities, leading to social isolation. Grantham-McGregor et al. 
(2007) emphasized that malnutrition has a broad impact, 
affecting both physical and social development. 

Emotional and Behavioral Problems: The psychological stress of 
living with malnutrition can lead to behavioral problems, 
anxiety, and depression, further impairing academic and social 
performance. Walker et al. (2007) observed that early 
malnutrition negatively affects not only physical and cognitive 
development but also social interactions and emotional well-
being. 

Study Outcome Impact 

Grantham-McGregor et al. 
(2007) 

Social isolation due to 
malnutrition 

Lower social participation and lethargy 

Walker et al. (2007) Emotional and behavioral issues Anxiety, depression, and social 
withdrawal 

By addressing the root causes of malnutrition and implementing 
interventions targeting physical, cognitive, and emotional 
development, we can significantly improve the health and well-

being of school-going children, laying the foundation for a 
healthier future generation. 
Discussion on the Impact of Malnutrition on School-going 
Children’s Growth and Development 
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Malnutrition significantly affects the growth, development, and 
well-being of school-going children, with long-term consequences 
for both individuals and society. Its impact spans physical growth, 
cognitive development, health outcomes, and social and 
emotional well-being. 
Physical Growth: Malnutrition is strongly linked to stunting and 
wasting, with a study by Smith & Brown (2020) reporting a 30% 
higher prevalence of these conditions in preschool children. 
Stunting (low height for age) and wasting (low weight for height) 
are indicators of insufficient nutrition. Malnourished children also 
tend to have lower BMI, as shown by Patel et al. (2019), 
particularly in rural areas with limited access to nutrition. 8,9 
Developmental Delays: Malnutrition impairs both motor and 
cognitive development. Gupta et al. (2022) found delays in motor 
skills such as walking and hand-eye coordination, while Jones et 
al. (2019) demonstrated that malnourished children scored lower 
on cognitive tests, including language development and memory. 
4,5 
Health Outcomes: Malnutrition weakens the immune system, 
increasing susceptibility to infections. Lee et al. (2021) found 
higher rates of respiratory and gastrointestinal illnesses among 
malnourished children. Long-term effects include an increased 
risk of chronic diseases such as diabetes and cardiovascular 
conditions, as observed by Patel & Lee (2021).6,7 
Social and Emotional Impact: Malnutrition affects social 
interactions and emotional well-being. Grantham-McGregor et al. 
(2007) reported reduced social participation due to lethargy, 
while Walker et al. (2007) found increased risks of anxiety, 
depression, and behavioral problems, impacting academic 
performance. 11,12 
Addressing Malnutrition: Tackling malnutrition requires 
nutritional programs in schools, community education on proper 
nutrition, and healthcare access for early detection and 
treatment. Government policies supporting these efforts are 
crucial to mitigating malnutrition’s effects. 

 
In conclusion, malnutrition presents a critical barrier to the 
growth, development, and overall well-being of school-going 
children, with wide-ranging consequences for physical, cognitive, 
and social development. As highlighted by various studies, 
malnutrition is strongly linked to stunted growth, developmental 
delays, weakened immune function, and increased vulnerability 
to chronic diseases. The impact extends beyond the individual, 
affecting social interactions, emotional health, and academic 
performance, which can perpetuate cycles of poverty and 
inequality. 
Addressing malnutrition requires a comprehensive approach that 
includes nutritional programs, educational initiatives, healthcare 
access, and government policies aimed at improving food security 
and raising awareness. Providing balanced meals in schools and 
educating communities about proper nutrition can significantly 
reduce the prevalence of malnutrition and its associated risks. 
Early detection and intervention are crucial in minimizing the 
long-term effects on children’s health and development. Through 
concerted efforts from governments, healthcare providers, and 
communities, it is possible to mitigate the impacts of malnutrition 
and ensure a healthier, more productive future generation. 
Ultimately, investing in the nutritional well-being of children is 
not just a matter of public health—it is an investment in the future 
of society as a whole. 
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