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  Abstract 

This study is conducted to explore the socio-economic implication of malnutrition on school children in 

rural areas of Punjab, Pakistan. To carry out this research, qualitative research approach was adopted. 

Total eight focus group discussions were conducted through interview guide and data was analyzed 

through thematic analysis approach. The results of the study revealed that large impacts on school 

achievements, socialization process and economic growth. In accordance with school achievements, 

malnutrition make the learners less attentive, lessens the attendance rate and reduces the participation in 

co-curricular activities. Malnutrition makes the socialization process more difficult by reducing their 

participation in social and physical activities. Malnutrition lowers the work capacity, minimizes the career 

and earning opportunities. At last, by summarizing the results, it was concluded that poverty and low 

education turn the malnutrition into an intergenerational problem. To break the intergenerational cycle of 

malnutrition some useful recommendations like income generating based social activities should be 

encouraged and different awareness campaigns should be launched through education and knowledge 

delivery. 

 

Keywords: Malnutrition, Intergenerational Problem, Socialization, Economy, Lethargy, School 

performance. 

 

 

Introduction 

It is asserted that adequate nutrition, better health and education are basic human rights. Proper and 

sufficient nutrition is considered as a key component to live a healthy and active life. Nutrition gives us a 

way to grow better, work hard, develop, resist against infections, play and to realize our full hidden 

potential for the betterment of society; conversely malnutrition makes us more prone to diseases and raised 
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the chances of premature death. As Asad (2012) depicted that the provision of adequate and proper 

nutrition to the children in early childhood is essential to strengthen their immune system and for their 

proper cognitive and physical development. WHO (2000) described that better health and the provision of 

better nutrition strengthened the immune system and reduce illness chances. 

 

Malnutrition is still considered as a major health issue in underdeveloped and developing countries. As 

Stephenson (2000) explained that mostly malnourished children are present in South Asia and in Africa. 

According to World Health Organization (2000) almost more than 70% malnourished children living n 

Asia, round about 26% in Africa and 4% related to Caribbean and Latin America. 26.7% (150 million) and 

32.5% (182 million) reported to be underweight and stunted respectively. The World Health Organization 

recognized the malnutrition as a single most significant and crucial threat to the world’s health. Black 

(2008) explored that under nutrition considered is to be as one and only largest killer of below age five 

year’s children. Insufficient food intake (in terms of quantity and quality) and diseases are considered the 

actual causes and sources of malnutrition.  Globally, 3.5 million deaths of children younger than 5 years 

happened every year due to under nutrition, and 35% of the total disease burden is attributed to under 

nutrition in children less than 5 years old. 11% of the total worldwide disability is also associated to that. 

These statistics clearly describe the adverse conditions of children physical health and development. 

 

The causes, impacts and consequences of malnutrition are long term and multisectoral. Although nutrition 

is considered as an important factor of physical health and development, yet the malnutrition is neglected 

area and the steps taken to meet its adverse economic and social implications are not enough. Failing to 

overcome the malnutrition in developing countries continuously produce a huge loss in the shape of both 

economic and human potential. Poverty is considered as a major reason behind the ill-health around the 

globe. Poverty, malnutrition and hunger together form a vicious cycle and this triple burden minimize the 

socioeconomic development across the continents, and trap generations into vicious cycle of poverty; as 

Shekar (2006) stated that malnutrition slows down the rate of economic growth as well as gives a way to 

poverty to prevail in the community. 

 

Cheah (2010) demonstrated that the most common and significant social issues across the developing 

nations including Pakistan are malnutrition, illiteracy and higher mortality rate of infants. Poverty and 

illiteracy are common issues in Pakistan. Hirani (2012) explained that malnutrition is associated with the 

prevalence of illiteracy and poverty in Pakistani society. Mahmood (1991) explained that larger family size 

and illiteracy particularly low like female education are the major causes of food poverty and malnutrition. 

Shah (2003) explored that the poor economy, low female education rate and overcrowding are the major 

causes of malnutrition in Pakistan. 

 

According to National Economic Survey (2006–07) nutritional level is considered the basic component of 

the social and economic status of people of Pakistan, and the valuable component of Primary Health Care 

(PHC). Nutritional status is considering one of the major goals of Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). 

But the worst health conditions of the children of Pakistan tell us that the Millennium Development Goals 

have not yet been achieved in Pakistan. Although many efforts have been done to overcome the problem of 

malnutrition in Pakistani children since last many decades, but the solution of this increasing problem has 

not yet been found. According to the Copenhagen Consensus, the ensured provision of proper nutrition is 

the only cost-effective way to meet the Millennium Development Goals and human wellbeing. 

 

Significance of the Study 
 

The malnutrition has lot of significance in present time due to its worst and long lasting impacts on the lives 

of the children. In the present study we discuss that how malnutrition reduces the potential of the children 

as it affects the three major areas of the life namely school performance, socialization process and 

economic growth; which are considered the foundation of the adult life. Lot of studies put emphasis on the 

provision of better nutrition to the children because the development of any nation is closely related to the 
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nutritional and health status of the people. As the malnutrition is so crucial for development of the nation; it 

demands the continuous provision of up to the minute information about the worst impacts of malnutrition. 

So the current study is tried to reflect the true picture of the long lasting impacts of malnutrition on school 

performance, socialization process and economic growth. The results of the study give basis to the policy 

makers, government and non-governmental institutions for the initial diagnosis of the problem and to 

develop the futuristic policies. It helps the policy makers to alleviate the consequences of the problem.  This 

study also gives a way to parents and teachers to meet the problem. 

 

Objectives of the Study 
 

 To measure the effects of malnutrition on school performance of the children 

 To explore the problems faced by malnourished children in the process of socialization 

 To explore the economic consequences of malnutrition 

 To suggest some remedies to overcome the issue 

 

Literature Review 
 

Shabbir (2019) stated that the malnutrition especially, the use of low quality food and less participation in 

sports activities hindered the learning capacity by reducing the attendance rate and attainment level of the 

learners. Further, he also explained that the children who belonged to poorer and larger families most 

probably showed poor performance in academics. Chinyoka (2014) explained that malnourished children 

mostly remain absent from the school, have low capacity of concentration during learning process and also 

showed little interest in physical activities. Malnutrition leads towards the poverty by increasing health 

expenditures. Crookston (2011) demonstrated that malnutrition delays the admission of the children into 

school; enhance the chances of drop early from the school, creates the problems in developmental process 

by affecting the height of the children and finally makes the children less productive adults. Alaimo (2001) 

stated that the children who face food security most probably showed poor academic performance in 

arithmetic, often repeated their class and terminated from the school early. Further, it was also noted that 

food secure children have psychosocial issues which make it difficult for them to live with other kids in the 

society.  

 

Broh (2002) studied that the participation in sports events and interscholastic athletics events causes to 

strengthen the social ties of the children among other children, parents and their school. Resultantly, 

improvement in social connectedness and participation in sports activities positively enhance the 

educational achievement of the learners. Mahoney (1997) explored that the participation in co-curricular 

activities prevent the learners from early dropout from the school. Whaley (1998) explored that 

malnutrition makes the children less sociable than those children who are well nourished. Malnourished 

children also face difficulties in communication with others as they grow older. 

 

Freijer (2013) studied the economic impacts of disease related to malnutrition. He argued that the additional 

costs to look after the disease related to malnourished patient were remarkably higher than other non-

malnourished patients. Martorell (1999) stated that malnutrition weakens the immune system of the 

children, hindered the developmental process of the children by affecting the physical growth and cognitive 

development. He was of the view that the children who suffer from malnutrition in early life may bear 

many functional complications in adult life; like reducing the intellectual power, make them less productive 

and also lowers the work capacity. The provision of better food and nutrition most probably results in 

producing healthier as well as more productive adults in future, which consequently raise the economy and 

enhanced the human capital.  

 

Wolbers (2000) stated that less educated people had more chances of unemployment as compared to well 

educated people. Faridi (2010) explored that higher education increased the earning opportunities for the 

well educated individuals. Norgan (2000) depicted that malnourished children (growth retarded children) 
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showed less productivity as adults, also had less opportunities of jobs and promotion. Malnourished 

children were more prone to diseases and at higher risk of early death in adulthood. 

 

Research Methodology 
 

Qualitative research approach was used by the researcher to conduct this study. Tehsil Hafizabad of Punjab 

province, Pakistan was considered as the universe of the current study; and the people of the Tehsil 

Hafizabad were considered as the population of the study. Multistage sampling technique was employed to 

draw sample. In step I the researcher used convenient sampling technique to draw the two union councils 

(Mangat Neecha and Sagar Kalan) among the 46 union councils of Tehsil Hafizabad. In step II the 

researcher drew four villages from two selected union councils, two villages from each union council by 

using convenient sampling. In step III the teachers from the schools of four selected villages were chosen 

by using purposive sampling; and the parents were selected by using convenient sampling strategy. Data 

was collected through Focus Group Discussions (FGDs) by using Interview Guide. Total 08 Focus Group 

Discussions were conducted; four with the teachers and four with the parents to gather the qualitative data. 

Themes were created to analyze the data. Qualitative data was analyzed through thematic analysis. 

 

Thematic Analysis  
 

Analysis of FGD’s with Teachers and Parents 

 

Malnutrition and School Performance 

 

Malnutrition causes ill-health, physical weakness and makes the children more prone to diseases; which 

keep the children away from school. Malnourished students mostly remain absent from the school and drop 

early from the school. Diseases and ill-health weakens their immune system and make them lethargic; and 

lethargic attitude minimizes their participation in curricular and co-curricular activities. Malnutrition 

hindered the active participation of the learners in school activities and makes them less attentive in the 

classroom; they feel uneasiness in the class, also showed little interest in physical and sports events. 

Malnutrition reduces the school performance as a whole. They have problems in remembering and recalling 

their lesson and don’t do their homework on regular basis; ultimately they attain low marks in exams. One 

of them said that “only a sound body has a sound mind”. 

 

Malnutrition and Socialization 

 

Anything that differs from normality gives birth to many problems. Malnutrition causes weakness, lethargy 

and gives birth to many diseases; and this minimizes their participation in social events. They showed 

lethargic attitude to perform different activities in school and in home. They refuse to take part in academic 

activities, extra-curricular activities and to play with other kids due to their ill-health. This refusal reduces 

the opportunities for them to learn from the social experiences. On the other hand, some children are 

willing to take part but other members of family, peer group and teachers left them out from the selection 

procedure due to their diseases and ill-health. If they are selected to participate in different activities either 

these activities are academic, social, domestic or physical; they showed poor performance in doing these 

activities due to their poor health and lethargy. This skips them from the social events. So malnutrition 

reduces the opportunities of participation for the malnourished children. Refuse to take part and lethargic 

performance create many problems in the process of socialization while and others avoid taking them in 

their group or team due to their lethargic performance; other children, family members and community 

members also make fun of them. Some teachers are in habit of making fun of them. They become victim to 

inferiority complex and they want to live alone. This hindered the process of socialization of the children 

and resultantly weakens their social connectedness among their peer group, teachers and even with family 

members; weak social ties minimize their communication power and also negatively affect the academic 

performance. 
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Malnutrition and Economy 

 

Malnourished children mostly suffer from many diseases which cause other health issues for them. Their 

weak immune system make them easy victim of diseases. Disease related health issues raised the 

expenditures of the household and poor parents are unable to afford these health expenditures for a longer 

period. These expenditures put the burden on income of the household so poverty circles the home. Poor 

school performance limits the career opportunities for the malnourished children. Mostly such students do 

not succeed in getting good job. They are unable to join armed forces and police due to their poor physique. 

Diseases, poor health and weak immunity create lethargy and these issues lower the work capacity and 

work potential of the malnourished children as they grow older. They are unable to do any kind of work 

due to their low work capacity and illness and also they don’t help their parents in their business, 

agricultural work and other domestic wok due to their illness. Less job opportunities and low work capacity 

make them less productive adult.  Malnourished children become the economic burden on the family and 

ultimately on the nation. Resultantly, malnutrition slows down the economic growth rate; this reduces the 

human capital and leads towards the poverty. Finally, one quotes as “Jaan hai to Jahan hai”. 

 

Discussions 
 

School performance can be best described by curricular and extracurricular activities. In curricular point of 

view malnourished children are less attentive, remain absent from the school and also drop early from the 

school. The findings of the study lies very close to the results of Shabbir (2019) & Chinyoka (2014) 

depicted that malnutrition reduces the attendance rate and concentration level of the learners. Results are 

also match with Crookston (2011) & Alaimo (2001) stated that malnourished children terminated from the 

school early. In accordance to extracurricular activities results revealed that malnourished children also pay 

little attention to take part in games and extracurricular activities as explored by Chinyoka (2014) that 

malnutrition reduced the participation of the children in sports events. Findings also demonstrated that less 

participation in co-curricular events also contribute to minimize the academic performance of the learners 

and the results are found to be similar with the results explored by Shabbir (2019) that higher the 

participation in sports events higher the academic performance, and Mahoney (1997) stated that 

participation in co-curricular activities reduced dropout rate. 

 

Socialization is a process which is considered to be the foundation to the human development. The process 

of socialization mostly occurred in the family, in the peer group and in the school. Socialization is a process 

through which a member of the society learned from the interaction with other members of the society. 

Malnutrition weakens the immune system and makes the children more vulnerable to diseases as well as 

makes them lethargic as Asad (2012) & WHO (2000) explored that malnutrition weakens the immune 

system and Norgan (2000) described that malnourished children were more prone to diseases. The 

outcomes of the research revealed that due to their illness and lethargic attitude malnourished children 

refused to play and live with other kids or showed lethargic attitude in doing activities; either these 

activities are academic, physical, social or domestic. Results are in the line with the results of the research 

of Alaimo (2001) & Whaley (1998) demonstrated that the malnourished children face the problems to live 

with other kids and malnutrition makes the children less sociable; and results are also matched with 

Chinyoka (2014) who explored that malnourished children showed little interest to take part in physical 

activities. This lack of participation in social events weakens their social ties among their family members, 

peer group and school environment. Findings match with the research of Broh (2002) studied that the 

participation in social and interscholastic athletics strengthens the social ties of the children among other 

children, parents and their school. Finding also revealed that gradually, poor social relationships lead 

towards the social isolation of the children. Ultimately, weak social ties and social isolation hindered the 

developmental process of the children by reducing the communication power of the children as they grow 

older. Results are in the line with the results of Whaley (1998) stated that undernourished children are less 

sociable, which in turn reduces their communication power. Weak social ties are also considered as an 

indicator to minimize the academic performance; as malnourished children have weak communication 
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skills and social relationship with the teachers, peer group and even with family members; so they 

concerned less with their teachers, parents and peer group to resolve educational issues which may make 

them poor in academics. Because socialization is a process through which one can learn best from the 

social experience if someone has strong social ties. Results acknowledged the outcomes of Broh (2002) 

study that revealed that the improvement in social ties positively affect the academic achievement of the 

learners. 

 

Poor economic conditions affect the quality of life. Economic crises make the provision of adequate 

nutrition and better education difficult during the life course. The children who bear malnutrition in early 

life can face many functional problems in later life. Malnourished children face many health issues and 

mostly suffered from diseases because of their weak immune system. As Martorell (1999) explored that 

malnutrition weakens the immune system and Norgan (2000) described that malnourished children were 

more prone to diseases.  Results of the study explored that diseases and other health problems put the 

burden on the economy of the household by raising the health expenditures. Outcomes acknowledged the 

outcomes of Freijer (2013) & Chinyoka (2014) work which explained that disease related malnutrition 

increases health expenditures due to its additional costs to treat the malnourished patient. Findings of the 

research described another factor which reduces the economic growth that is the poor academic 

achievements of the malnourished children which minimize the career and earning opportunities for them; 

and mostly they are unable to get good jobs in their life because of poor academic performance and poor 

physique. Findings are very close to the findings of Wolbers (2000) stated that low education raised the 

chances of unemployment; and Faridi (2010) explored that higher education increased the earning 

opportunities. Results are also in the line with the results of Norgan (2000) stated that growth retarded 

children most probably had less job and promotion opportunities. Outcomes revealed that the economy of 

the people of rural areas mostly dependant on agricultural work, and malnourished children are unable to 

help their parents in agricultural work as well as other business. Malnourished children show lethargic 

attitude in doing the activities, either these activities are domestic, physical or agricultural because lethargy 

and diseases lowers the work capacity of the children. Outcomes are in the line with the research of 

Martorell (1999) & Horton (2013) that explained bad nutrition lowers the work capacity of the adults. The 

factors like poor performance in academics and low capacity for work reduce the career opportunities as 

well as earning opportunities for the malnourished children; and ultimately make them less productive 

adults. Findings are lies to be very close to the findings of Crookston (2011), Norgan (2000) & Martorell 

(1999) stated that under-nutrition reduced productivity as adult. Higher health expenditures, less job 

opportunities, low work capacity and less productivity as adult allow the malnourished children face 

economic crises throughout their life; which lowers the human per capita and ultimately leads to poverty. 

Results are in the line with the results of Martorell (1999) explained that better nutrition increased the 

human capital and economy. Results also match with Hirani (2012), Shekar (2006) & Chinyoka (2014) 

depicted that malnutrition leads to poverty. 

 

Malnutrition Intergenerational Cycle 
 

Malnutrition can be turned round into a recurring vicious cycle and an intergenerational problem due to its 

adverse economic, social, academic and health related issues. Malnutrition affects the economy of the 

household in two major ways “directly and indirectly”. Directly, malnutrition leads to disease related health 

problems which raised the economic cost to treat the malnourished patients. Diseases weaken the immune 

system and make them lethargic; this reduces their work capacity, minimizes the earning opportunities for 

them and makes them less productive adults. Indirectly, malnutrition reduces participation in social events, 

weakens social ties and lowers the academic achievements of the learners. Poor academic record minimizes 

the career and earning opportunities for them and again this makes them less productive. Diseases related 

health expenditures, low work capacity, minimum career and earning opportunities, poor academics and 

low productivity level put the burden on the economy and lowers the human capital; ultimately this leads to 

poverty of nation. As the results of the study show that malnutrition leads to poverty and lowers the school 

performance; poverty and low education turned the malnutrition into an intergenerational cycle because 

these two are considered the major causes of malnutrition, as explained by WHO (2000) Poverty 
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exacerbated the malnutrition. Results are in the line with the findings of Shah (2003) & Mahmood (1991) 

explored that the poor economy and low female education are the major causes of malnutrition in Pakistan. 

 

Malnutrition Intergenerational Cycle  

      Poverty                        Malnutrition                                 Low Parental Education 

  

  

             Poor Health         Lethargy          Reduce Social and            Weak Social             Poor Academic                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 

             (Diseases)                                      Physical Activities                  Ties                      Performance 

                             

 

Increased Health     Low Work                                                               Reduce Career & Earning                         

Expenditures            Capacity                                                                                    Opportunities                    

                Higher Economic Cost 

                     

     Low Human Capital                                                                       Low Productivity as Adult                                                                                                                                                                                                                                    

MIC developed by the researcher 2020 

Conclusion 
 

Malnutrition affects three major aspects of the lives of the children namely school performance, 

socialization process and economy. Malnutrition negatively affects the school performance by reducing the 

participation both in curricular and extra-curricular activities. As malnutrition reduces the participation in 

physical and social events this weakens their social ties among peer group, teachers and even with the 

family members. Weak social ties minimize the learning ability of the children from the social experience 

by reducing their communication skills and school achievements. The standard of living of the people is 

highly dependent on economic condition. Malnutrition affects the economic growth directly and indirectly. 

Malnutrition raised the economic cost by causing disease related to health issues, lowers their productivity 

as adult by reducing their work capacity and career opportunities. Ultimately, malnutrition reduces the 

human capital and exacerbated poverty. Now, this end starts the new cycle of malnutrition and makes it an 

intergenerational problem; as poverty and illiteracy are considered the basic causes of the prevalence of 

malnutrition. Malnutrition traps generations into its recurring cycle which never ends if no proper attention 

given to the problem. 

 

Recommendations 
 

 Government should make and implement the economy based social policies to address poverty, 

agricultural and trade work for the uplift of nutritional status. 

 In developing nation’s community based instead of hospital based management of malnutrition must 

be integrated into the health services of the children. 

 Malnutrition should be included in the mainstream development framework. 
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 Community based social and physical activities must be planned and encouraged. 

 Government should support and promote the research work in the country to highlight and meet the 

impacts of malnutrition. 
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