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Foreword

UNICEF - THE STATE OF THE WORLD'S CHILDREN 2019

In the spoonful a mother or father feeds
to a toddler, food is love. In the feast a
family cooks for a child’s coming of age,
food is community. In the shouts and
laughter of teenagers sharing snacks
after school, food is joy. And for every
child and young person everywhere,
food is life — a fundamental right and a
foundation of healthy nutrition and sound
physical and mental development.

Sadly, as this State of the World's
Children report shows, far too many
of our children and young people are
not getting the diets they need, which
is undermining their capacity to grow,
develop and learn to their full potential.
That hurts not just individual children
and young people, it hurts us all.

This situation forces us to ask some
difficult questions: How is it in the 21st
century that we still have 149 million
children under 5 with stunting and
almost 50 million with wasting? How is it
possible that overweight and obesity in
children and young people are continuing
to rise, and increasingly among the poor?
And why are healthy diets becoming
more expensive while unhealthy, non-
nutritious diets are becoming cheaper?

Nutrition has long been at the core of
UNICEF's work. In 2018, we helped
provide life-saving therapeutic feeding
for 4.1 million children with severe
acute malnutrition; we improved

the quality of diets for over 15.6
million children through home-based
fortification; we supported programmes
to prevent anaemia and other forms of
malnutrition for 58 million adolescent
girls and boys; and we ensured that
over 300 million children received
services for the prevention of stunting
and other forms of malnutrition.

Nutrition has also long been key to

our thought leadership. In 1990, our
pioneering malnutrition framework broke
new ground in setting out the multiple
causes of poor nutrition. In 2019,

we have rethought our framework to
emphasize what creates good nutrition
— from the diets of children and women
to the care they benefit from, the food
environments in which they live, and the
ways in which our societies underpin
the right to adequate nutrition through
our values and political commitment.
Each of these determinants presents an
opportunity to improve the nutrition of
our children, young people and women.



As Executive Director of UNICEF and Chair
of the Lead Group of the Scaling Up Nutrition
Movement, | want to emphasize again

my commitment, and the commitment of
UNICEF, to use all of these opportunities

to work for better nutrition for every child,
especially in the crucial first 1,000 days —
from conception to age two years —and
during adolescence, the two unparalleled
windows of opportunity. We are underscoring
this commitment by launching this report
along with UNICEF's new nutrition strategy,
which sets out our priorities and plans to
improve the nutrition of children, young
people and women, in the years to come.

We already know so much of what works

to prevent malnutrition in all its forms, from
conception, through early childhood and

into adolescence. But this is a battle we
cannot win on our own. It needs the political
determination of national governments,
backed by clear financial commitments,

as well as policies and incentives that
encourage the private sector’s investment
in nutritious, safe and affordable food for
children, young people, women and families.
And, increasingly, it needs a determination
to make children’s nutrition a priority across
not just the food system but also in the
health, water and sanitation, education

and social protection systems. Success in
each of these supports success in all.

Young people and women know the value
of good nutrition and eating well. "Eating
healthily is being responsible for your own
health,” said a 16-year-old girl in China during
one of more than 70 workshops organized
for this report. In India, a 13-year-old girl
told us that “food is important for us so that
we are able to study well.” They are clear,
too, on the barriers to healthy nutrition: “|
don't have enough money to buy food for
me and my baby,” a 20-year-old mother
said in Guatemala; "I lack knowledge

about what kinds of food are healthy,”

an 18-year-old girl said in Zimbabwe.

Good nutrition paves the way for a fair
chance in life. Let us work together to
lower these barriers and to ensure that
every child, young person and woman
has the nutritious, safe, affordable and
sustainable diets they need at every
moment of life to meet their full potential.

LYYz

Henrietta H. Fore
UNICEF Executive Director

FOREWORD
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A child sells snacks to other children outside a clinic in Gaza City, State of Palestine. © UNICEF/UN068011/El Baba
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Key Messages

At least 1 in 3 children under 5 is undernourished or
overweight and 1 in 2 suffers from hidden hunger,
undermining the capacity of millions of children to
grow and develop to their full potential.

> Globally, at least 1 in 3 children under 5 is not
growing well due to mainutrition in its more
visible forms: stunting, wasting and overweight.

> Globally, at least 1 in 2 children under 5 suffers
from hidden hunger due to deficiencies in
vitamins and other essential nutrients.

» Undernutrition continues to exert a heavy toll.
In 2018, almost 200 million children under 5
suffered from stunting or wasting while at least
340 million suffered from hidden hunger.

» Overweight and obesity continue to rise. From
2000-2016, the proportion of overweight children

(5 to 19 years old) rose from 1 in 10 to almost 1 in 5.

» The number of stunted children has declined
in all continents, except in Africa while the
number of overweight children has increased
in all continents, including in Africa.

The triple burden of malnutrition — undernutrition,
hidden hunger and overweight — threatens the
survival, growth and development of children, young
people, economies and nations.

>

Stunting — a clear sign that children in a country
are not developing well — is both a symptom of
past deprivation and a predictor of future poverty.

Wasting can be lethal for children, particularly
in its most severe forms. Contrary to common
belief, most wasted children around the world
live in Asia and not in emergency settings.

Hidden hunger harms children and women. Iron
deficiency reduces children’s ability to learn and
iron deficiency anaemia increases women'’s
risk of death during or shortly after childbirth.

Child overweight can lead to early onset of
type-2 diabetes, stigmatization and depression,
and is a strong predictor of adult obesity, with
serious health and economic consequences.

The greatest burden of all forms of malnutrition
is shouldered by children and young people from
the poorest and most marginalized communities,
perpetuating poverty across generations.



The triple burden of malnutrition is driven by the
poor quality of children’s diets: 2 in 3 children are

not fed the minimum recommended diverse diet
for healthy growth and development.

>

Only 2 in 5 infants under six months of age
are exclusively breastfed, as recommended.
Breastfeeding could save the lives of
820,000 children annually worldwide.

Use of breastmilk substitutes is of concern.
Sales of milk-based formula grew by 41 per
cent globally and by 72 per cent in upper
middle-income countries such as Brazil,
China and Turkey from 2008-2013.

Poor diets drive malnutrition in early childhood:
44 per cent of children aged 6 to 23 months
are not fed fruits or vegetables and 59 per
cent are not fed eggs, dairy, fish or meat.

Only 1 in 5 children aged 6 to 23 months from
the poorest households and rural areas is

fed the minimum recommended diverse diet
for healthy growth and brain development.

Many school-going adolescents consume
highly processed foods: 42 per cent drink
carbonated soft drinks at least once a day and
46 per cent eat fast food at least once a week.

Globalization, urbanization, inequities,
humanitarian crises and climate shocks are
driving unprecedented negative changes in the
nutrition situation of children around the world.

>

Globalization is shaping food options and
choices: 77 per cent of processed food sales
worldwide are controlled by just 100 large firms.

In cities, many poor children live in ‘food deserts’,
facing an absence of healthy food options, or in
‘food swamps', confronted with an abundance
of high-calorie, low-nutrient, processed foods.

KEY MESSAGES

Poor families tend to select low-quality food
that costs less. Because of poverty and
exclusion, the most disadvantaged children

face the greatest risk of all forms of malnutrition.

Climate shocks, loss of biodiversity, and
damage to water, air and soil are worsening
the nutritional prospects of millions of children
and young people, especially among the poor.

UNICEF and its partners treated more than

3.4 million children with severe malnutrition in
humanitarian settings in 2018, from Afghanistan
and Yemen to Nigeria and South Sudan.

Improving children’s nutrition requires food systems
to deliver nutritious, safe, affordable and sustainable
diets for all children.

>

Millions of children are eating too little of what
they need, and millions are eating too much of
what they don't need: poor diets are now the
main risk factor for the global burden of disease.

National food systems must put children’s
nutrition at the heart of their work because
their nutritional needs are unique and meeting
them is critical for sustainable development.

Financial incentives should be used to reward
actors who increase the availability of healthy
and affordable foods in markets and other points
of sale especially in low-income communities.

Financial disincentives on unhealthy foods can
improve children’s diets. For example, taxes on
sugary foods and beverages can reduce their
consumption by children and adolescents.

Fortification of complementary foods and
staple foods with micronutrients can be a
cost-effective intervention to combat hidden
hunger in children, young people and
women.
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Food environments are crucial. When healthy
options are affordable, convenient and desirable,
children and families make better food choices.

» Children, adolescents, young people, parents
and families need support to demand
nutritious foods, but food environments
need to promote and support healthy diets.

» Innovative, fun, memorable and engaging
communication strategies to promote healthy
eating can leverage the cultural and social
aspirations of children, adolescents and families.

» Legislation plays a key role in promoting good
diets for children, such as by regulating the
marketing of breastmilk substitutes to mothers
and families, and of unhealthy food to children.

» The marketing of unhealthy foods and sugar-
sweetened beverages is directly linked to
growing overweight and obesity in children.

> Front of package labelling — visible, accurate
and easy to understand — helps children, young
people and families make healthier food choices
and incentivizes suppliers to deliver healthy food.

» Governments need to promote healthy food
environments in schools, including healthy meals
and limiting the sale and advertising of ‘junk
food’ in proximity to schools and playgrounds.

» The health, water and sanitation, education
and social protection systems also have crucial
roles to play in promoting and supporting good
nutrition for children, adolescents and women.

Investing in nutrition for children and young people
is a comerstone investment if the world is to achieve
the Sustainable Development Goals by 2030.

> Investing in child nutrition is key to human
capital formation because nutrition is central
to children’s growth, cognitive development,
school performance and future productivity.

» Alarge and young labour force — with
a great creativity and productivity
potential — is emerging in Africa and
Asia. However, malnutrition risks
limiting this demographic dividend.

» Returns from investment in nutrition
are high. For example, every dollar
invested in reducing stunting generates
an economic return equivalent to about
US$18 in high-burden countries.

One word must be at the heart of our response
to children’s malnutrition — action. We need action
that reflects the core role of food systems, that
strengthens the supply of — and demand for — better
food, that improves children’s food environments,
and leverages the role of key supportive systems.

With action comes another imperative: accountability.
Progress must be measured, shared, acted on and
celebrated. Sound nutrition is fundamental to children’s
well-being and the achievement of the Sustainable
Development Goals. It needs to be put at the heart of
government policy and supported by key stakeholders,
including civil society and the private sector.

The State of the World’s Children 2019 report
concludes with the following Agenda to Put
Children’s Nutrition Rights First:

1 Empower families, children and young
people to demand nutritious food.

2 Drive food suppliers to do the right thing for
children.

3 Build healthy food environments for all children.

4 Mobilize supportive systems — health, water
and sanitation, education and social protection
— to scale up nutrition results for all children.

5 Collect, analyse and use good-quality
data and evidence regularly to guide
action and track progress.m

Girl, 8, enjoys a fizzy drink just purchased from a local street vendor
in Pretoria, South Africa. © UNICEF/UN0343581/Hearfield






How the triple burden of malnutrition
harms children, adolescents and women

® Undernutrition: stunting and wasting

® Poor growth, infection and death
e Poor cognition, school-readiness and school performance
® Poor earning potential later in life

Hidden hunger: deficiencies in
micronutrients

® Poor growth and development
e Poor immunity and tissue development
¢ Poor health and risk of death

Overweight
(including obesity)

e Short-term: cardiovascular
problems, infections and
poor self-esteem

* Long-term: obesity,
diabetes, and other
metabolic disorders

CHILDREN AND ADOLESCENTS



PREGNANT WOMEN

® Undernutrition:
stunting and
underweight

® Perinatal
complications

* Prematurity and
low birth weight

e Chronic diseases
for child in later life

® Hidden hunger:

deficiencies in
micronutrients

e Maternal
mortality and
morbidity

Neural tube
defects in
newborns

Prematurity, low
birth weight and
impaired cognitive
development

in newborns

Overweight
(including obesity)

e Gestational
diabetes and
pre-eclampsia

¢ Obstetric
complications

e Overweight and
chronic disease
for child in later life
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149 million
children
underb
stunted

Almost 50
million
children
underb
wasted

40 million
children
under-5
overweight

More than 1
in 3 children
not growing
well

Over 340 million
children suffering
from deficiencies
of essential
micronutrients
(vitamins and
minerals)

At least 1in 2
children with
hidden hunger
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At least one in three children is not getting the
nutrition they need to grow well, particularly in
the crucial first 1,000 days — from conception to
the child's second birthday — and often beyond.
An increasing number of children and young
people are surviving, but far too few are thriving
because of malnutrition. To meet the challenges
of the 21st century, we need to recognize the
impact of forces like urbanization and globalization
on nutrition, and focus increasingly on using local
and global food systems to improve the diets of

children, young people and women.

A mother prepares food in Korhogo, in the North of Cote d'lvoire. © UNICEF/UN0241733/Dejongh

Globally, at least 1in 3
children is not growing
well due to malnutrition

in its more visible forms:
stunting, wasting and
overweight. At least 1

in 2 suffers from hidden
hunger due to deficiencies
— often not visible — in
essential nutrients.

This triple burden

of malnutrition —
undernutrition, hidden
hunger and overweight
undermines children's
health and physical and
cognitive development.

Food systems are key:
They need to provide
children and young
people with diets that
are nutritious, safe,
affordable and
sustainable.
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mal-nu-tri-tion
/, maln(y)oo'triSH(@)n/
noun

lack of proper
nutrition, caused by
not having enough
to eat, not eating
enough of the right
things, or being un-
able to use the food
that one does eat

Bad diets across
the population are
now the leading
cause of death
worldwide

A changing world

It is 20 years since The State of the World's
Children report last examined children’s
nutrition. In that time, much has changed.

We have changed where we live: more
and more families have left the farm
and the countryside behind and have
moved to cities, a global shift that will
only grow in the years to come.

We have changed our roles. In societies
around the world, women are increasingly
joining the formal workforce, balancing work
responsibilities with their role as primary
caregivers, and often with little support from
families, employers or society at large.

The conditions of life on our planet have
changed. The crisis of climate change,
the loss of biodiversity, and the damage
done to water, air and soil, now raise
concerns over whether we can feed
this generation of children sustainably,
never mind the generations to come.

Finally, we have changed what we eat.
We are leaving behind traditional and
indigenous diets and embracing modern
diets that are frequently high in sugars
and fats, low in essential nutrients and
fibre, and often highly processed.

This is the backdrop to children’s
malnutrition today. As with so much
else, it, too, is changing. A word once
inextricably linked in the public’'s mind
with images of hunger and famine,
malnutrition must now be used to describe
a much broader swathe of children —
children with stunting and wasting, but
also those suffering from the hidden
hunger of deficiencies in essential
vitamins and minerals, as well as the
growing numbers of children and young
people who are overweight or obese.

These are the children who
are not growing well.

Their numbers are worryingly high
(see Figure A.1). Globally, at least
one in three children under the age
of 5 is stunted, wasted or overweight
and, in some cases, suffers from a
combination of two of these forms of
malnutrition. Further, at least one in two
children suffers from hidden hunger
due to deficiencies — often not visible
—in vitamins and essential nutrients,
which can harm survival, growth and
development at every stage of life.

Malnutrition — a triple
burden

The children who are not growing well
are the victims of the three strands of
the triple burden of malnutrition that
is rapidly emerging in communities
around the world, including in some
of the world’s poorest countries.

The first strand is undernutrition. Despite
some declines, undernutrition continues
to affect tens of millions of children. Its
presence is visible in the stunted bodies
of children deprived of adequate nutrition
in the crucial first 1,000 days — from
conception to the child’s second birthday
— and often beyond. These children may
carry the burden of early stunting for the
rest of their lives and may never meet
their full physical and intellectual potential.
Undernutrition is also evident in the
wasted bodies of children at any stage
of life when circumstances such as food
shortages, poor feeding practices and
infection, often compounded by poverty,
humanitarian crises and conflict, deprive
them of adequate nutrition and, in far too
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Where are children not growing well?

FIGURE A.1 | Prevalence of children under 5 who are not growing well (stunted, wasted or overweight), 2018
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Note: Country data are the most recent available estimate between 2006 and 2018; where only data prior to 2000 are available, the dark grey color denoting no recent data is used. The
designations employed in this publication and the presentation of the material do not imply on the part of the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) the expression of any opinion whatsoever

concerning the legal status of any country or territory, or of its authorities or the delimitations of its frontiers.

‘Growing well' is defined as free from stunting, wasting and overweight. See Note on Figures on p. 179 for more information.

Source: UNICEF analysis of UNICEF/World Health Organization/World Bank Group Joint Malnutrition Estimates, 2019 edition. Levels and trends in child malnutrition: Key findings of the 2019

edition of the Joint Child Malnutrition Estimates.
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More children and
young people are
surviving, but far

too few are thriving

many cases, result in death. In 2018, 149
million children under 5 were stunted
and almost 50 million were wasted.

The second strand of malnutrition is
hidden hunger. Deficiencies of essential
vitamins and minerals — often referred
to as micronutrients — rob children

of their vitality at every stage of life
and undermine the health and well-
being of children, young people and
women. This heavy toll is made all the
more insidious by the fact that hidden
hunger is rarely noticed until it is too
late to do anything. The numbers of
children affected by hidden hunger

are striking. Based on the most recent
data available, UNICEF estimates that
at least 340 million children under 5
suffer from micronutrient deficiencies."

The third strand is overweight and, in its
more severe form, obesity. The numbers
of obese girls and boys between the
ages of 5 and 19 have soared since the
mid-1970s, rising by between 10- and 12-
fold globally.2 Overweight, long thought
of as a condition of the wealthy, is now
increasingly a condition of the poor,
reflecting the greater availability of ‘cheap
calories’ from fatty and sugary foods

in almost every country in the world. It
brings with it a heightened risk of non-
communicable diseases, such as type

2 diabetes and coronary heart disease.
Analysis carried out as part of the Global
Burden of Disease study suggests that
diets lacking adequate nutrition are now
the leading cause of death worldwide.?

Behind all these numbers are the real
lives of the children and women. They
are the toddlers like Moteab, who, like
hundreds of thousands of other children
in Yemen, has had to fight for his life
from severe wasting. Moteab survived,
but many other children living through

conflicts and humanitarian crises around
the world have not. They are the infants
like Joemar in the Philippines, who

live far from warzones but who also
suffer from severe wasting. They are
the children of mothers like Uruma in
Tanzania, who go to school on an empty
stomach because their parents cannot
afford to buy food. They are the teens
like Zahfa in Indonesia, who get too little
time to exercise and who are surrounded
by unhealthy food options. And they
are the mothers like Xaiathon in rural
Laos, who must balance breastfeeding
her child and feeding her family with
the demands of working on a farm.

Surviving, but not thriving

The state of children’s malnutrition

in the 21st century can be summed

up like this: more children and young
people are surviving, but far too few
are thriving. They are not thriving in

the crucial first 1,000 days, when the
foundations for healthy, lifelong physical
growth and mental development are
laid. And they are not thriving at other
crucial development stages of life across
childhood and into adolescence.

Malnutrition has many causes. A
mother’s nutritional status, for example,
profoundly affects her child’s survival,
growth and development, as does

the child’s feeding in the first hours
and days of life. For far too many
children, the causes of malnutrition
also include poor access to essential
health services and to clean water and
adequate sanitation, which can lead to
illnesses that prevent the child from
absorbing nutrients (see Chapter 3).



But to understand malnutrition, there
is an increasing need to focus on food
and diet, and at every stage of the
child’s and young person’s life. The
picture that emerges is a troubling one:
far too many children and young
people are eating too little healthy
food and too much unhealthy food.

These problems start early on. In their first
six months, only two out of five children
are being exclusively breastfed, depriving
them of the best food a baby can get.
When it comes to the ‘first foods’ (or
complementary foods) that infants should
start consuming at around the age of 6
months, these too are, in far too many
cases, not meeting children’s needs.
Fewer than one in three children between
6 and 23 months is eating the diverse

diet that can support their rapidly growing
bodies and brains. For the poorest children,
the proportion falls to only one in five.
Among older children, low consumption of
fruits and vegetables is widespread.* This
is true, too, of many adolescents, many of
whom also regularly miss or skip breakfast
and consume soft drinks and fast food.®

The diets of children today increasingly
reflect the global 'nutrition transition’,
which is seeing communities leave
behind often more healthy, traditional
diets in favour of modern diets.® For many
families, especially poorer families, this
means an increasing reliance on highly
processed foods, which can be high in
saturated fat, sugar and sodium and low
in essential nutrients and fibre, as well

as on ‘ultra-processed’ foods, which

have been characterized as formulations
containing little or no whole food and
which are extremely palatable, highly
energy dense, and low in essential
nutrients.” Often missing from these diets
are whole grains, fruit, nuts and seeds,
vegetables, and omega-3 fatty acids.®
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There is increasing concern about the
impact of these diets on human health.
Much of the focus is on rising overweight
and obesity, but modern diets are also
implicated in undernutrition. In Nepal,
a recent study suggested that children
under 2 may be getting on average

a quarter of their energy intake from
items such as biscuits, instant noodles
and juice drinks, which is lowering
their intake of essential vitamins and
minerals. Children eating the most of
these sorts of snacks and beverages
were shorter than their peers.®

A greater focus
on food systems

Health impacts are not the only concern
around modern diets. In a world facing
multiple environmental crises, there is
also concern about the sustainability of
these diets. Food production accounts
for almost a third of greenhouse gas
emissions and 70 per cent of fresh water
use, and current modes of food production
are the leading cause of environmental
change.” Climate-related shocks, such
as flooding, are already challenging the
capacity of some communities to feed
themselves and are exposing children to
increased risk from waterborne diseases.
If current trends continue, the impact

of food production on the environment
will only grow, with food demand set to
increase by at least half by mid-century."
This demand will have to be satisfied
against the backdrop of a world that, after
decades of decline, is seeing a slow rise in
hunger, with 820 million people suffering
from undernourishment in 2018.%

Far too many
children and young
people are eating
too little healthy
food and too much
unhealthy food

In response to these challenges, and in
this UN Decade of Action on Nutrition,
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To make food
systems work better
for children, we
need to understand
the unique
nutritional needs

of children at every
stage of life

there is a growing focus on the role of
food systems — all the elements and
activities involved in the “production,
processing, distribution, preparation and
consumption of food” as well as the
outcomes of these activities, including
nutrition and health.® In other words,
everything and everyone involved in
bringing food ‘from farm to mouth’.

Food systems are becoming more
complex. More food now crosses
borders, and production is con-
centrated in the hands of a relatively
small number of businesses — just 100
large firms account for 77 per cent

of processed food sales worldwide.™
For families around the world,
business is playing a growing role

in providing the food they eat and,
through marketing, in shaping what
they want to eat and their aspirations.
Understanding how food systems work
is essential to improving our diets.

Far too often, the interests of a very
important group of people are left out
of food systems analysis — children.
This is a dangerous omission. Children
are a unigue group. Poor diets have
lifelong impacts on their physical
growth and brain development. That
is why they must be at the heart of
our thinking about food systems. If
food systems deliver for children,
they are delivering for us all.

Making food systems
work for children

Thirty years ago, the Convention
on the Rights of the Child spoke of
the need to provide children with
“adequate nutritious foods” to

combat malnutrition and disease.

That goal has not changed. What has
changed are the contexts in which this
needs to happen, and the realization
that food systems are a key — and
underappreciated — part of the puzzle.

To make food systems work better for
children, we need to understand the
unique nutritional needs of children
at every stage of life, particularly in the
first 1,000 days — but also on day 1,001,
and then on through the school years,
when a well-nourished child can focus
better and learn more in the classroom,
and throughout the vital years of
adolescence, when physical and mental
development again speeds up and when
lifelong eating habits are established.

To make food systems work better
for children, we need to understand
the rapidly evolving contexts that
are shaping and reshaping children’s
diets. Climate change, urbanization
and globalization are profoundly
altering how and what children eat,
as well as the social and cultural
values we attach to food.

To make food systems work better
for children, we need to respond

to the challenges children, young
people, women and families are facing
around the world — food deserts,

the high cost of healthy foods, time
pressures, the limited availability of
nutrient-rich foods, including fruits and
vegetables — and the pressure many
children, adolescents and families feel
from marketing and advertising.

To make food systems work better

for children, we need to address the
scandal of child labour in agriculture
and food production, much of which
is hazardous. In 2016, 108 million



children aged between 5 and 17 were
engaged in agricultural labour, accounting
for 71 per cent of all child labour.™

And to make food systems work better for
children, we need to ensure food systems
work with, and are not undermined by, all
the other systems that affect children’s
lives. The health, water and sanitation,
education and social protection systems
must all work together to provide children
and their families with the knowledge,
support and services they need to

ensure that nutritious diets translate

into better growth and development.
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When food systems work better for
children, we all benefit. Good nutrition
can break the vicious intergenerational
cycles through which malnutrition
perpetuates poverty, and poverty
perpetuates malnutrition. Children
who are well nourished have a

firm foundation from which they

can develop to their full potential.
When children do that, societies and
economies develop better, too.'s "7

Our goal must be to give children
diets that are nutritious, safe,
affordable and sustainable.l

A father carries his daughter of 7
months through a grocery store in
Maitland, Cape Town, South Africa.
© UNICEF/UN0315717/Sokol

Good nutrition can
break the vicious
intergenerational
cycles through
which malnutrition
perpetuates
poverty, and
poverty perpetuates
malnutrition



22 |

UNICEF - THE STATE OF THE WORLD'S CHILDREN 2019

About this report

This edition of The State of the World’s Children report examines children, food and
nutrition. It seeks to deepen understanding around the causes and consequences of
children’s malnutrition in all its forms and to highlight how governments, business,

families and other stakeholders can best respond.

Chapter 1 examines the changing face of children’s malnutrition. It sets out the current state
of undernutrition, hidden hunger and overweight worldwide, explores the lives of children
affected by severe acute malnutrition, and investigates the cost to children and to us all of
malnutrition. It also introduces in greater detail some of the main ideas around food systems.

Chapter 2 investigates malnutrition across the life of the child, from development in the
womb to the point where a young person is entering adulthood. It explores the developmental
impacts of malnutrition and the unique nutritional needs and influences at each stage

of childhood.

Chapter 3 explores malnutrition in a changing world. Globalization and urbanization are
changing children’s diets while disasters and conflict worsen nutritional prospects for millions
of poor and excluded children. Without transformation of today’s food systems, healthy diets
will remain out of reach for the most vulnerable children, perpetuating intergenerational
cycles of disadvantage.

Chapter 4 examines the current state of responses to children’s malnutrition, including the
increased attention — at the global and national level — to the importance of addressing mal-
nutrition across multiple systems, with particular emphasis on the food system in synergy
with the health, water and sanitation, education and social protection systems, and on how
different stakeholders are responding.

Finally, Chapter 5 sets out an agenda to put children’s nutrition rights first (see opposite
page). This agenda is driven by two imperatives. First, children have unique nutritional needs
and can suffer unique harm from malnutrition. Putting children’s needs first is key to ensuring
that every child and young person has the nutrition they need to get the best start in life.
Second, all children and young people will need nutritious, safe, affordable and sustainable
diets if societies are to meet the economic, social and environmental challenges of our
changing world in the 21st century.
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Put children’s nutrition first

1. Empower families, children and young people to demand nutritious food

Demand affects supply as food producers respond to consumers’ behaviours and aspirations.
When healthy options are affordable, convenient and desirable, parents and caregivers
make better food choices for children. As children grow older, knowledge and information
can make them powerful agents of change. Stimulating demand for nutritious foods means
not only educating consumers on the benefits of healthy diets, but also leveraging cultural
and social aspirations.

2. Drive food suppliers to do the right thing for children

Demand alone is not enough: healthy food must be available, affordable, safe and convenient.
Food producers and suppliers have a key role to play, and so do governments, which must
create a level playing field for all producers and suppliers and help ensure that their actions
align with children’s best interests. Food systems are diverse, and so are the solutions,
but all food production and consumption must become sustainable if we are to protect
children’s nutrition today and tomorrow.

3. Build healthy food environments for all children

The personal and external food environments are where children and their caregivers
interact with the food system. While the forces of supply and demand shape food
environments, context-appropriate actions such as mandatory front-of-pack labelling and
protection against exploitative marketing practices can help create food environments that
are conducive to nutritious diets for children.

4. Mobilize supportive systems to scale up nutrition results for every child

As well as food systems, four other key systems must be mobilized to deliver nutrition
services, improve nutrition practices and achieve nutrition outcomes at scale. The health,
water and sanitation, education and social protection systems must all deliver interventions
in a coordinated fashion. A systems approach to children's nutrition can help ensure that
children and families have access to healthy diets and that children receive the nutrition
services they need to develop to their full potential.

SOCIAL WATER &
PROTECTION SANITATION

& Of
Ee;} Foo Fva

HEALTH EDUCATION

9

5 | Collect, analyse and use good-quality data and evidence regularly to guide
action and track progress

Lack of adequate data prevents governments from responding with effective policies, strategies

and programmes. Accurate and timely data are needed to understand malnutrition, take
coordinated, evidence-based action, and to hold all actors to account. Data collection
methods and frequency must be transformed to expand what we know about the diets
and nutrition of children, adolescents and women at every stage of life. Data systems must
become responsive and a culture of data-sharing and transparency must be developed.



What do young people think about food and nutrition?

More than 150,000 adolescents and
young people in over 35 countries told
UNICEF's U-Report about their attitudes
towards food, nutrition and body image.

U-Report is an innovative social messaging
tool used by more than 7 million young
people around the world to share their

views on a range of common concerns.

All numbers refer to the percentage of respondents.

(Numbers may not add up to 100% due to rounding)

Do you eat healthily?

Most U-Reporters, especially in low-
income countries, say they eat healthily

Lower Upper High
income middle middle income
income income

Where do you mostly eat?

U-Reporters mostly eat at home with family

Outside
with friends

Eat at
home

Older U-Reporters are more likely to eat alone

home 85
o 17
Outside -

with

friends -

M 13-17 years old
M is-24 years old

Eating with the family means eating healthier

Outside
with friends

By
myself

Eat at
home

Of U-Reporters who say they eat healthily more than 2
out of 3 say they mostly eat at home with their families



What is the most important factor
when deciding what to eat?

Healthiness is the main concern in low-
and lower-middle-income countries

Cost

Convenience

Healthy

Taste

But taste comes first in upper-middle and high-
income countries

Bodyweight is also a concern in food choices

Males

[ 13-17 years old
M is-24 years old

Females

Males

Older U-Reporters are more likely to say weight is a
relevant factor in food choices

In high-income countries, weight is a concern for around
3 out of 5 females but only for around 1 in 2 males.

m Re po rt < https://ureport.in >

VOICE MATTERS

What'’s stopping you
from eating healthier?

“Healthier food is often expensive, so
my family can’t afford it.”
Female, 16, Eswatini

“Because my father has no means
and | am a student of the 11th grade
sciences.”

Male, 17 Mali

“Nutritious food is quite costly and
scarce.”
Female, 23, India

“Can't buy healthy food because |
can't afford it. We'll eat vegetables
and fruits sometimes but it's just so
expensive to buy it every day.”

Female, 21, Philippines

“Not enough time to cook, lack of
really fresh and useful products on
store shelves.”

Female, 19, Ukraine

“Unhealthy foods are unfortunately
tasty.”
Male, 16, Brazil

“Because of the appearance and taste
of [healthy] food. It does not look
colorful and is tasteless.”

Male, 18, Thailand
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What do young people think
about healthy eating?

More than 450 young people in 18 countries took part in The State of the World’s Children 2019 workshops
to talk about what they eat and why. The workshops were held along with similar events for mothers (see

page 29). For a note on the workshop methodology, see page 178. Here we present an initial analysis of what
participants in 12 countries said about the obstacles to eating healthily and how they try to improve their diets. A
full analysis will be published in 2020. Responses have been translated and edited for clarity where necessary.

Do young people know which foods are healthy?

Overall, the adolescents who participated in the workshops reported making more healthy than unhealthy food
choices."™ After describing what they ate over a 24-hour period, they were asked to rate whether the items were healthy
or unhealthy. Their assessments were accurate for around half of the items, but inaccurate for about a fifth. For just
under a third of the items, they were unable to say whether the choice was healthy or unhealthy. Overall, adolescents
appear to have a limited understanding of the nutritional qualities of over half the foods they commonly encounter.

What prevents young people from eating healthily?

Adolescents said they faced significant barriers to
healthy eating. Cost and taste were top of the list:

“"We lack money here to stay healthy ... Our family is
unable to find good jobs.” Girl, 16, India
“Some of the food is hard to afford.” Boy, 16, Zimbabwe

Many perceived healthy foods to be more expensive:

"Cheap food is not healthy, and healthy food is not
cheap.” Girl, 13, China

Taste was another barrier:
"I really like junk food.” Girl, 14, Guatemala

"Healthy food is mainly not delicious.” Girl, 14, Kyrgyzstan

Taste was a particularly relevant factor for urban
participants. Some suggested that their food
preferences had been affected by the ready
availability of junk food:

“We are not able to eat healthy food because we have
already tasted junk food and are now attracted to that

only.” Boy, 14, India

Many adolescents reported that nutritious foods
were not sold near their homes:

“Meat is not available. We have money to buy meat, but
the place is too far away.” Girl, 14, Ghana

“Unhealthy food is easier to come by.” Boy, 17, USA

Access and affordability were acute issues for some. In
the Sudan, adolescents in a refugee camp were nearly
three times more likely than rural participants to identify
cost as a barrier to healthy eating. Lack of access to
healthy food was also a key barrier.

The workshop participants pointed to the role of
parents and caregivers in determining what they
eat. They also highlighted time constraints for both
themselves and their parents:

"My choice of food is not prepared for me. My parents
decide what we will eat.” Girl, 15, Ghana

"Sometimes, there is no time to cook so | eat fast food.”
Girl, 15, Guatemala

“Mothers do not have time.” Boy, 14, Mexico
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How do adolescents try to improve their own diets?

Young people from all the countries
surveyed reported taking personal action to
eat better. Many said they valued eating well
and set themselves personal goals:

“I remind myself to prioritize my health for at
least one meal a day.” Girl, 18, USA

“| try to make a better plan of what I'm going
to do during the day to avoid those types of
[unhealthy] food.” Girl, 15, Serbia

Adolescents generally understood that some
foodstuffs are not healthy, and took active
steps to eat less unhealthy food:

“| avoid the things that will affect me too much
... junk food and street food.”
Philippines, age and gender not indicated

“| arrange time properly to have enough time

to eat and start cooking for myself.”
Girl, 13, China

Sometimes they avoid unhealthy food by

distracting themselves:

“If | get tempted to binge, I'll go for a walk,
take a nap, or call a friend or talk to my mom.
| think about how I'm going to feel later.”
Girl, 17, USA

Some said they ate foods they regarded as
healthy even if they were not very tasty:

“| can tolerate the bad taste for the sake of my
health.” Girl, 17, Egypt

In lower-middle-income countries, gaining
work was an important response to the high
cost of food:

“Since there is no money to buy food, | have to
... work ... in order to get the money to buy it."”
Boy, 14, Ghana

“If  work ... to have money, then | will buy
food for my family.” Boy, 13, the Sudan

Saving money and eating home-grown and
home-cooked food were other solutions:

“Sometimes | save some money during the
week so that | can buy healthy food.”
Girl, 16, Serbia

“l ... plant fruits and vegetables.”
Boy, 15, Guatemala
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Summary
Large numbers
of adolescents
value healthy
eating and go to
some lengths
to improve
their own diets.
However, many
face significant
obstacles,
notably cost
and access to
healthy food.
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What ideas do young people have to improve nutrition?

Workshop participants highlighted the need
for increased knowledge and awareness
about diet and nutrition:

“Educate people. Urge people to eat healthy
meals. Hold meetings at the village library.”
Group response, Egypt

“Become informed through newspapers and
the internet and purchase food accordingly.”
Boy, 13, China

They said governments, institutions and
community leaders had a big role to play ...

“We need community leaders to talk to
parents.” Group response, Ghana

"Prevent [the] selling of unsafe food."
Group response, Serbia

... as do young people:

“Form cooperative youth groups that deal with
food issues and health.”
Group response, Zimbabwe

“We can spread ... the awareness necessary
to solve problems. And write banners. We
can create WhatsApp groups dedicated to
solving problems.” Group response, Egypt
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@ What feeding challenges

do mothers face?

More than 320 women in 18 countries took part in The State of the World’s Children 2019 workshops 1o talk about
how they feed their babies and themselves. The workshops, organized with UNICEF country offices and national
committees and Western Sydney University (WSU), were held along with similar events for young people (see page
26). For a note on the workshop methodology, see page 178. Here we present an initial analysis of what participants in
12 countries said about their infant feeding practices and the barriers they face in feeding their children and themselves
well. A full analysis will be published in 2020. Responses have been translated and edited for clarity where necessary.

What are mothers’ infant-feeding practices?

The World Health Organization recommends that babies be exclusively breastfed for their first 6 months of life,
and then introduced to first (or complementary) foods, which gradually replace breastmilk between the ages of 6
and 23 months. Results from the workshop suggest that feeding practices in many instances are not optimal.

Almost all of the women breastfed either from birth or within the first 10 days after birth."® However, around two
out of five mothers introduced breastmilk substitutes (BMS) by the time their baby was 8 weeks old, and most
were combining breastmilk and BMS (and, often, other liquids) before their baby reached 6 months of age.

Most mothers introduced first foods at 6 months of age, but a fifth started before their baby was 5 months old.

Some waited until the baby was between 7 and 9 months.

What barriers do mothers face in feeding their babies well?

Overwhelmingly, the main barrier to feeding babies
healthily was financial:

"I cannot even afford to give my baby unhealthy foods
as | do not have the money.” Age 20, Zimbabwe

“Money. | am not able to buy food to feed the child.”
Age 25, India

“There is no money at home.” Age 24, Ghana

Mothers often echoed the perception of a 38-year-old
workshop participant in the United States, who said,
“Healthy food is expensive.”

“In Australia, many things are expensive, like fish
... vegetables and meat. It should be cheap so that
anyone can buy it." Age 29, Australia

“Sometimes, some foods are expensive.”
Age 22, Mexico

Access and availability are also obstacles:

“Sometimes healthy food is not available in the
house.” Age 28, Egypt

“It is difficult to get a vehicle to go ... to buy food.”
Age 30, Ghana

"It is hard to get fruits and vegetables, melon,
watermelon, cucumber, carrot.”
Age 22, Guatemala

Mothers reported feeding challenges when babies
disliked certain foods, or were ‘fussy’ or sickly.

"My baby doesn’t like healthy food.” Age 24, Egypt

“Children do not want to eat healthy food — they
pester us, they start crying.” Age 25, India

“[I find it difficult to find] food that my child wants; my
child does not accept a particular type of food.”
Age 29, Sudan
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“My child does not like to suck my nipple.”
Age 29, China

“When baby is not feeling well, when the
baby is teething, it makes it difficult to feed.”
Age 20, Ghana

Mothers also reported having to cope with
unwanted family advice:

“My mother-in-law wants to feed my 8-month-old
congee [a type of rice porridge] every day because
these are easy-to-digest foods. | want the child to
have all kinds of food.” Age 27, China

“My husband’s grandmother tells me what to feed him
[my babyl].” Age not specified, Mexico

What barriers do mothers face in feeding themselves well?

Just as with their babies, mothers reported cost
as the biggest barrier to their own efforts to eat

healthily, followed by accessibility and availability:

“Lack of money ... if | had money, | would purchase
and prepare food as a mother [should].”

Age 25, Guatemala

“Sometimes | am short of money to buy some healthy
foods.” Age 25, Kyrgyzstan

“| eat healthy food when it is available. When it's not, |
eat whatever is available.” Age 20, Zimbabwe

"It is easier to acquire other foods [as opposed to
healthy foods].” Age 19, Mexico

“It's a long distance from market to house.”
Age 26, the Sudan
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What are mothers’ solutions to the barriers they face?

Mothers identified a range of creative
workarounds to the barriers they face
in feeding babies and themselves,
including earning extra income and
growing food themselves:

“We can farm maize and sell it to get
money; grow vegetables and sell to get
money; sell cell phones for money; sell
clothes for money.” Age 20, Zimbabwe

“We can grow the food.”
Age 26, Zimbabwe

To overcome children’s food
preferences and ‘fussiness’, they

described a range of creative solutions:

"] let her watch cartoons, rattle with
toys, try to amuse her during the
feeding.” Age 34, Serbia

“| put mashed vegetables in the porridge
and feed when the child talks.”
Age 35, China

"I blend the fruit and put it in the cake...
I mix it with some food that she likes.”
Age 25, Serbia

To cope with unwanted advice from
members of the family, women

mostly said they tried to just ignore it,
although this was not always possible:

“My mother told me to give my one-
week-old baby some porridge, but |
ignored her.” Age not specified, Australia

“My mother-in-law constantly said | did
not have enough milk, and in the end |
stopped breastfeeding.”

Age not specified, Australia

Summary

Cost is by far the
biggest obstacle
to feeding and
eating healthily

for mothers,
followed by a lack
of availability and
access to healthy
foods. Many
mothers described
a range of other
challenges, including
babies’ dislike

of certain foods,
‘fussy’ eaters and
family pressure.
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PERSPECTIVE
Upholding a child’s right to food and nutrition

Hilal Elver

United Nations
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the United Nations Human
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an international law professor
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School’s Resnick Center

for Food Law and Policy;
she is also a research
professor at the UC, Santa
Barbara, where she has
been Distinguished Visiting
Professor since 2002.

It should concern us all that so many
children around the world suffer from
malnutrition in all its forms. This situation
demands a determined and effective
policy response — a response that can
only come about if there is political will
to protect and respect children’s human
rights, notably the right to adequate food,
which guarantees freedom from hunger,
and includes nutrition as a critical element.
Safeguarding this right requires states to
ensure that everyone — including children
— has access to food that, at the very least,
meets their basic nutritional needs and is
culturally appropriate and safe.

States also need to respond to the
structural and root causes of hunger
and malnutrition from a human rights
perspective. This should be guided by the
principle that children’s economic, social
and cultural rights are indivisible, a princi-
ple that underpins the Convention on the
Rights of the Child (CRC), which marks its
30th anniversary this year. Nowhere is this
indivisibility more relevant than in nutrition:
the rights to clean water, health and an
adequate standard of living, for example,
are preconditions for the full realization of
the right to food.

Similarly, the CRC extends additional
protections to children to ensure their right
to enjoy the highest attainable standard
of health. For example, it calls on states
to take measures to combat disease and
malnutrition by, among other actions,

providing adequate nutritious foods, as
well as nutrition information and education.
Children also have rights to social protec-
tion, to an adequate standard of living, and
to non-discrimination. This last principle is
especially important for protecting adoles-
cent girls from gender discrimination and
violence, and for preventing discrimination
against children of indigenous and rural
communities.

Even short-term hunger can harm a
child's development. The CRC recog-
nizes this unique vulnerability across
the life course: it refers to the need to
support those responsible for children’s
care and to provide appropriate ante- and
post-natal healthcare for mothers. This is
supplemented by the Convention on the
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimina-
tion Against Women, which promulgates
rights for women during pregnancy and
lactation. Unfortunately, that Convention
falls short of protecting women's individ-
ual right to adequate food and nutrition
beyond their capacity as mothers.
Granting women the autonomy to make
everyday choices and the freedom to
enjoy fundamental rights has been
proven to improve reproductive health,
family nutrition and child welfare.

Over the years, the Committee on the
Rights of the Child has issued several
General Comments to help states imple-
ment policies. General Comment No. 15,
for example, emphasizes social protection,
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school-feeding programmes and preventive meas-
ures to avoid all forms of malnutrition. It also calls
upon states to limit children’s exposure to harmful
food advertisements, and calls upon private com-
panies to comply with the International Code of
Marketing of Breast-milk Substitutes and relevant
World Health Assembly resolutions.

In considering the importance of breastfeeding,
General Comment No. 7 advocates its promo-
tion and protection, endorsing the World Health
Organization's recommendations on exclusive
breastfeeding. Nevertheless, many working moth-
ers still face considerable obstacles in fulfilling this,
in part because governments often fail to provide
adequate maternity leave to protect both mothers
and children.

Other General Comments cover the impact of
private sector activities on the natural resources
required to produce adequate food (No. 16), and the
particular risks of malnutrition among children who
are living with HIV/AIDS (No. 3). Also worth noting
is General Comment No. 11, which, along with the
Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples,
focuses