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Most undernourished people in Africa are in the sub-Sa
haran region, and hunger has been on the rise since 2014. 
The number of undernourished people is especially critical 
in the Eastern and Middle subregions, reaching 27% and 
29% of the total population, respectively, as of 2019.1 Un
dernutrition and micronutrient deficiencies, however, are 
not the only nutrition concerns; in 2016, 24% of all over
weight children under five in the world were also from 
Africa,1 with rates increasing among adolescents and young 
women.2 The state of malnutrition in sub-Saharan Africa 
exemplifies the double burden of malnutrition, with a high 
prevalence of undernutrition and increasing obesity. Both 
conditions contribute to diet-related non-communicable 
diseases (NCDs).2 At this rate, it is unlikely that the sub-Sa
haran Africa region will achieve the Sustainable Develop
ment Goals of ending hunger and all forms of malnutrition 
by 2030.3 

NCD Child, a global multi-stakeholder coalition focused 
on the prevention and management of NCDs in children, 
is concerned with the rising rates of all forms of malnutri
tion during childhood and its consequences in sub-Saharan 
Africa. The aim of this viewpoint is to present calls to action 
that over 50 stakeholders made across 24 countries in sub-
Saharan Africa at a youth-focused regional workshop con
vened by NCD Child, the South Africa NCD Alliance, and the 
Ghana NCD Alliance for the United Nations Food Systems 
Summit. The theme of this workshop was the double burden 
of malnutrition in sub-Saharan Africa, with considerable at
tention given to meaningful youth participation in address
ing this burden. 

EFFECTIVE STRATEGIES 

Interventions and strategies to address the double burden 
of malnutrition need to occur early in childhood and ado
lescence to prevent adverse health outcomes of poor nutri
tion later in life.4 Participants in the workshop underscored 
the need for national and local information campaigns to 
make younger generations aware of the influence of the Big 
Food Industry and the components of a healthy diet. Some 
initiatives, such as the WHO Best Buys and school food pro
grams, can serve as double-duty actions, potentially reduc
ing the burden of overweight, obesity, and undernutrition 
(wasting, stunting and micronutrient deficiencies).5 

WHO BEST BUYS 

A recent publication of the WHO Best Buys provided a sys
tematic review of NCD prevention and control, with a spe
cific focus on their implications for the sub-Saharan Africa 
region.6 Best Buys, though highly cost-effective, have not 
been routinely implemented since their introduction ten 
years ago, nor evaluated in terms of their impact in the 
African region.6 However, the potential benefits of the Best 
Buys are clear; they address several of the commercial and 
social determinants of health and, if properly implemented, 
provide the benefit of increased funding available for NCD 
prevention and control. Thus, the WHO Best Buys for un
healthy diets, specifically: mass media campaigns for diet, 
the replacement of trans fat with polyunsaturated fat, and 
the reduction of salt intake,6 should be promoted within 
sub-Saharan Africa as cost-effective approaches to address 
poor nutrition. Proper implementation of these Best Buys 
will cost less than $0.40 USD per person in the sub-Saharan 
Africa region.7 Offering consumers improved food quality 
at a low cost will support improved food choices. Moreover, 
the WHO Best Buys are an effective strategy to address 
some of the risk behaviors contributing to malnutrition and 
prevent other NCDs in sub-Saharan Africa.8 

SCHOOL HEALTH AND NUTRITION PROGRAMS 

School-based interventions in low- and middle-income 
countries have successfully prevented iron deficiency and 
malnutrition over the past 20 years.5 Further, health-pro
moting schools provide consistent and accurate messages 
about healthy eating and physical activity and ways to im
plement these behaviours throughout the time children 
spend on school grounds (including before- and after-
school).8 The National School Nutrition Programme (NSNP) 
in South Africa, for example, addresses diet-related ill-
health among learners by regulating the quality of food pro
vided to children in schools.9 In addition to feeding 9.1 
million children in South Africa thus far, the NSNP has 
been crucial in improving learners’ punctuality, concentra
tion and absenteeism.10 However, some stakeholders have 
argued that the NSNP has become a feeding program rather 
than a nutritional program; while a feeding program en

Giancola A, Hauerslev M, Ndinda C, et al. Addressing the double-burden of malnutrition
among children and adolescents in sub-Saharan Africa. Journal of Global Health Reports.
2022;6:e2022033.



sures food availability to learners at the required quantities 
and frequency, only a nutritional program ensures quality 
nutrition. Providing a nutritional program to children dur
ing school not only ensures that they receive at least one 
healthy meal per day but also models healthy eating to 
students so that they are more inclined to make similar 
choices if they can access and afford them throughout the 
life course. 

CALLS TO ACTION 

To mitigate the surge of the double burden of malnutrition 
in sub-Saharan Africa, many sectors and stakeholders will 
need to be engaged, as was done at the regional workshop 
on which this perspective was developed. The participation 
of representatives from local and global non-governmental 
organizations, science and academia, major corporations 
and government institutions across agriculture, environ
ment, education, communications, finance, health care and 
nutrition sectors stimulated dialogue and nuanced recom
mendations. 

Governments and policy-makers will need to protect citi
zens from the Big Food industry, and the Ministry of Educa
tion and the Food and Drug Authority must be consulted on 
the implementation and evaluation of the WHO Best Buys. 
School authority figures are also key stakeholders in devel
oping health-promoting schools that are free from Big Food 
industry manipulations and provide nutritional programs 
rather than feeding programs to their students. Policies to 
reduce food industry engagement in school-based health 
education programs will also be needed so that children and 
young people know the risk factors and consequences of 
NCDs, and are motivated to opt for healthy foods. 

Locally-led programs supporting diverse “champions” of 
food systems change must be established so that communi
ties across the region feel a sense of ownership of these pro
grammes for context-specific strategies to be implemented. 
Existing local capacities must be supported and consulted 
to generate food systems change. Young people can be in
volved in the campaign to address the double burden of 
malnutrition by researching the impact of these programs, 
influencing mass media campaigns, and providing insight 
on what might expand the investment in Best Buys that are 
currently overlooked. Though youth voices and actions will 
be critical for NCD prevention in countries where risk be
haviours are rising, it is equally critical that there is col
laboration across generations, sectors and stakeholders to 
ensure a multi-pronged approach that does not unjustly 
burden one group with the responsibility for NCD preven
tion. 
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