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Facts  

• Convention on the Rights of the Child outlines that very infant and child has the right 
to good nutrition  

• Under nutrition is associated with 45% of child deaths 
• Globally in 2013, 161.5 million children under 5 were estimated to be stunted, 50.8 

million were estimated to have low weight-for-height, and 41.7 million were 
overweight or obese 

• Few children receive nutritionally adequate and safe complementary foods; in many 
countries less than one quarter of infants aged 6–23 months meet the criteria of 
dietary diversity and feeding frequency that are appropriate for their age 

• About 36% of infants 0 to 6 months old are exclusively breastfed 
• Over 800 000 children's lives could be saved every year among children under 5, if all 

children 0–23 months were optimally breastfed  
• Breastfeeding improves IQ, school attendance, and is associated with higher income 

in adult life 
• Improving child development and reducing health costs through breastfeeding, leads 

to economic gains for individual families and the nation as a whole 

For optimal growth and development, children and pregnant mothers require 
• Support during pregnancy 

o High quality antenatal care, education and support during pregnancy  
o Low birth weights contribute to infant mortality in developed nations  

• Infancy and early childhood 
o Period when the biological pathways affecting cognition, behaviour, capacity 

to learn, memory, and physical and mental health throughout life are 
determined 

• Early childhood  
o Social and emotional development, social participation, and the acquisition of 

literacy and numeracy skills 
o Children’s behaviour and their physical and social environments during this 

time can influence the rest of their lives 
• Adolescence  

o Increasing independence  
o Important time for reinforcing positive health and social behaviours, as 

behaviours at this age are strong predictors of future behaviour 



Growth Regulation 
• Many factors influence growth  

o Genetic influences are strong but can be influenced by environmental factors  
o Ethnic differences are likely to be environmental differences rather than 

genetic as children from different areas in the world have the same growth 
potential  

• Nutrition has it’s strongest regulatory effect from intrauterine period through to 
adolescence  

• Early nutrition is one of the strongest influence for metabolic programming later in 
life 

• Growth Hormone secretion is regulated by IGF-1 in early childhood (insulin growth 
factor 1); IGF-1 can be directly stimulated by nutrients. According to the ‘early 
protein hypothesis’, a high protein intake in early infancy is linked with a higher 
number of fat cells as the child grows. It is thought that a high protein intake 
increases the release of insulin and IGF-1, linking a high protein intake in infancy to 
cause faster weight gain and higher body mass index (BMI) in the first years of life, 
which can influence BMI and weight increase in later years. Protein content has been 
traditionally higher in infant formulas; research is now focused on this protein 
content and requirement at different stages of infancy. Breast fed infants are less 
likely to become obese compared to formula fed infants 

• Growth modified by sex hormones in puberty  

Nutritional problems affecting growth  
• Most common cause of poor growth is and insufficient diet 

o Lack of energy 
o Lack of micronutrients 
o Protein deficiency  

• Marked deviations from the average growth pattern, especially in early life is 
associated with  

o Impaired development 
o Increased risk of non-communicable disease 
o Increased risk of chronic illness, includes obesity for those children with high 

growth velocity in early life 

Monitoring growth  
• Ideally, growth measurements are measured over time and plotted on evidenced 

based charts 
• Charting at regular intervals and on approved charts enables the clinician to gain an 

accurate insight into the child’s progress – comparing growth velocity to ensure that 
growth is within acceptable limits   

 


