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This study examined Trends and Factors associated with Stunting and Underweight among 
Early Grade Learners in Low-Quintile Schools in Johannesburg, South Africa from 2020 to 2022.

Childhood malnutrition is a major public health concern 
around the world because it can impair children's physical 
growth and cognitive development. With almost 148 million 
stunted children, low-income countries in South and East Asia, 
as well as those in the Sub-Saharan Region, are particularly 
impacted by this public health issue.

Children's nutritional outcomes have significantly improved 
in South Africa. Programmes and policies targeted at 
enhancing child health and nutrition outcomes as well as 
assisting parents or other caregivers in providing childcare 
have greatly contributed to this success. These programmes 
include social protection initiatives that shield children and 
their families from poverty and food insecurity, such as the 
Child Support Grant (CSG) for children under the age of 18.

This study examined trends and contributing factors associated 
with underweight and stunting among early-grade learners in 

low-quintile Johannesburg schools from 2020 to 2022.  The 
results are intended to offer age-specific, localised evidence to 
support public policy responses aimed at promoting children's 
well-being in low-income urban settings, guide inter-sectoral 
collaboration, and influence school-based health and nutrition 
initiatives.

Methodology
Five schools in the Johannesburg municipality's poorest 
wards – Meadowlands, Doornkop, Alexandra, Malvern, and 
Ivory Park – were used for the study. High rates of 
unemployment and poverty are characteristics of these 
locations. These schools were chosen mainly due to their 
vulnerability, as they serve children in underdeveloped 
neighbourhoods, most of whom are beneficiaries of the 
National School Nutrition Programme (NSNP) and recipients of 
social protection programmes like the child support grant.



Data from the Communities of Practice (CoP) for Child 
Wellbeing initiative, which was gathered between 2020 and 
2022, was used in this study. The CoP was a collaborative, 
multidisciplinary intervention study with the goal of enhancing 
children's welfare, health, and academic performance in poor 
socioeconomic settings.

The target population for the baseline in 2020 was Grade R and 
Grade 1 learners enrolled in the five Johannesburg schools. 
Trained nurse preceptors performed all anthropometric 
measures on school grounds. The impact of seasonal variations 
in body weight and growth patterns was reduced by this 
regular scheduling within the same months every year.

Five low-quintile schools with early-grade learners were chosen 
using a purposive sample technique. Every child in the selected 
classrooms received consent forms and study information 
sheets. The Child Wellbeing Tracking Tool (CWTT) was used to 
gather primary data. In order to make sure the tool measures 
what it is supposed to measure, face validity was also 
evaluated through pilot testing with educators, caregivers, and 
medical professionals.

Digital floor scales were used to weigh the child, who was 
dressed lightly and without shoes, to the closest 0.1 kg. Using a 
portable stadiometer, the child's height was determined to the 
closest 0.1 cm. 

Underweight and stunting were the study's dependent 
variables. Standard deviation units (z-scores) were used to 
quantify stunting in relation to the reference population's 
median.

The existing literature on the variables affecting children's 
nutritional status served as the basis for the independent 
variables employed in this study. The analysis took into 
account the following factors: (a) the child's sex, (b) the child 
support grant, (c) the caregiver's education and employment 
status, (d) the size of the home, (e) the level of household 
debt, (f) the caregiver's depression, (g) family support, and 
(h) food security.

Stata 17 was used in the study to analyse the data.

Results 
At baseline, a total of 129 pupils were recorded, with the largest 
percentage (69%) being between the ages of 7 and 9 and the 
lowest percentage (3%) being between the ages of 9 and 10. In 
terms of the child's sex, 45% were female and 55% were male. 
In terms of the Child Support Grant (CSG), 88% of children 
received assistance, and 12% did not.

Between 2020 and 2022, the prevalence of stunting dropped 
from 14% to 10%, a 4% decrease. The prevalence of 
underweight, on the other hand, rose from 6% in 2020 to 12% 
in 2022, a 6% increase.



Both sexes showed a decrease in stunting. Stunting in men dropped by 5% from 18% in 2020 to 13% in 2022. Stunting decreased by 
two percentage for females, from 9% in 2020 to 7% in 2022.

The prevalence of underweight in men rose by 5%, from 10% in 2020 to 15% in 2022. Similarly, the percentage of underweight 
women rose by 5% from 2% in 2020 to 7% in 2022.



According to the results, the only factor that substantially 
correlated with stunting in 2020 was household size (p < 0.05). 
Stunting was more common in 27% of children from 
households with five or more people. Stunting was more 
common in males (18%) than in females (9%), and it was 
significantly correlated with the child's sex in 2021 (p < 0.05). 
Stunting in 2022 was substantially correlated with parental or 
caregiver depression levels (p < 0.05). Compared to those who 
were depressed, parents or caregivers who reported no 
depression symptoms (20%) were more likely to have stunted 
children. No variable was statistically significant for 
underweight in any of the three years.

The findings indicate that throughout the course of the three 
years, no variable was significantly linked to underweight. 
Although the results were not statistically significant, male 
children were persistently more likely than female children to 
be underweight (aOR=5.90, 95 CI:0.66-52.30) in 2020, (aOR=1.69, 
95 CI:0.38-7.45) in 2021, and (aOR=2.43, 95 CI:0.69-8.52) in 2022.

Conclusion
The apparent increase in underweight among boys may be 
partially due to sample size limits (n=79 boys) and natural 
heterogeneity in growth trajectories, notwithstanding modest 
progress in eliminating stunting in South Africa. As a result, the 
authors view this finding as an emerging signal that calls for 

closer monitoring in comparable school demographics rather 
than as a confirmed trend. 

Future research should also monitor younger cohorts (those 
under three years old during the epidemic) to evaluate the 
impact of the pandemic on stunting.
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