communities as health systems: treating malnourished children
data

a steadily growing body of evidence from NGOs and
nutrition researchers challenges conventional wisdom
on treating children with severe malnutrition

impact

the lives of hundreds of thousands of children
worldwide have been saved through communitybased treatment with nutrient-rich foods
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Acute malnutrition, also called wasting, occurs when children rapidly lose weight due to lack of food
or serious illness. Severe wasting is traditionally treated in clinics and hospitals, but in many countries
the large majority of afflicted children do not receive care. In the last 15 years, nutritionists have
developed protocols for community-based management of acute malnutrition (CMAM), wherein 80
percent of children – those without complications – can be treated at home with specially formulated
nutrient-dense foods. The mounting evidence on the performance and cost-effectiveness of CMAM is
propelling reform of nutritional treatment protocols in dozens of countries worldwide.

the costs of wasting
Over half a million children die every year from severe wasting.1
Until recently, wasting was treated in health facilities and special
feeding centers, but this approach has major disadvantages: only
a small fraction of wasted children are reached, infection spreads
easily among immunosuppressed patients staying in facilities, and
parents have to spend weeks away from home waiting for children
to recover.2

the trailblazers
Steve Collins, Kate Sadler, and the NGO Concern Worldwide
developed CMAM as an alternative treatment model in the early
2000s.3 Pilot projects in Ethiopia, Malawi, and other countries
showed that 80 percent of wasted children can be treated effectively
at home with ready-to-use therapeutic foods – candy bars and nut
butters packed with nutrients to safely and quickly nurse wasted
children back to health.4 New ways of screening for malnutrition,
especially the use of simple bands to measure upper arm circumference (see photo on first page), allow communities to diagnose
wasting themselves, further increasing the number of children
identified for treatment.
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Number of lives saved and cost per life-year saved for major nutrition
interventions. Management of severe acute malnutrition, with community based
approaches as an important element, saves the most lives and costs the least per
life-year saved. Source: Bhutta et al. 2013

CMAM becomes the standard
The international medical community was initially slow to accept
CMAM, wary of treating very sick children outside formal facilities.
However, governments and humanitarian NGOs, faced with overwhelming caseloads, took the lead. Soon data about the impact
of CMAM began to pour in from dozens of projects. In 2007, the
United Nations gave its formal approval, releasing official CMAM
protocols.5 Research on the impressive cost-effectiveness of
CMAM further bolstered the case.6,7 Today, over 40 countries have
drafted wasting treatment guidelines in which CMAM is a key
component.

