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 Abstract 

This thesis explores child malnutrition in Brazil and COVID-19 through an examination of 

socio-economic determinants, policy responses, and public health strategies. Using mixed-

data analysis, this study observes child malnutrition from pre-COVID to the present day, 

emphasizing the roles of social inequality, governmental policies, and community actions in 

shaping nutritional outcomes. 

 

Before 2020, Brazil was making strides to reduce child malnutrition through a variety of 

avenues including policy and programs. However, the pandemic led to an intensification of 

existing vulnerabilities, resulting in a surge of malnutrition cases among children. The thesis 

delves into the pre-pandemic efforts that saw significant reductions in malnutrition rates, the 

effects of the pandemic on socio-economic disparities, and the following challenges to 

maintaining and advancing nutritional well-being. 

 

Qualitative analysis reveals a multi-faced explanation for the child malnutrition problem in 

Brazil during the pandemic. Especially, it demonstrates public interpretation of the situation 

and the findings underscore the importance of multidimensionality when responding to 

malnutrition and the need for advocacy in integration of social determinants into nutritional 

interventions with collaboration across sectors. This thesis argues for a paradigm shift 

towards more inclusive, resilient, and comprehensive strategies to address both acute and 
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chronic forms of malnutrition in the post-pandemic era, aiming to build upon past 

achievements for a healthier future for Brazil's children. 
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Introduction 

In the broader context of Brazil’s public health initiatives, there have been many efforts to 

intervene in children’s health that have successfully decreased the mortality rate. (Júnior et 

al., 2023) Despite this, recent studies and publications highlight an opposite trend in 

malnutrition as the onset of COVID-19 brought the number of children hospitalized due to 

malnutrition to an all time high. In 2021, eight babies a day on average were hospitalized due 

to malnutrition; this rate has risen by 7 percent to 8.7 babies per day in 2022 (Fiocruz, 

n.d.).,In comparison to 2011, the number of hospitalizations nationally per 100,000 has 

increased by 51% to 113 babies. This does not include much higher numbers in certain 

regions of Brazil such as the Northeast that reports 171 hospitalizations per 100,000 live 

births. (Fiocruz, n.d.)  

 

Malnutrition is a crucial indicator and must be examined alongside mortality to produce an 

accurate picture of strides in children’s health. The effects of malnutrition are far too costly 

to be complacent with current progress made as it impacts the development of infants and 

children both physically and mentally. Important effects include illnesses and infection 

(Victora et al., 2016) and the hindered development of the brain leads to cognitive 

impairments(Food and Nutrition Board - India, n.d.).   

 

In this thesis, I hope to assess the extent of malnutrition in Brazil among children through the 
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analysis of various institutions and determinants exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Especially, I seek to contextualize the crisis of malnutrition in the various relationships and 

conversations at play, and understand public dialogue and perspective. Ultimately, I hope to 

further understand a potential approach to child malnutrition in Brazil that is able to 

sustainably improve nutrition security resiliently while responding to current efforts being 

put forth by institutions and the public. 
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Literature Review 

The topic of nutrition for children in Brazil has been an important point of public health 

research and policy for many years. Before the COVID-19 pandemic, Brazil was doing 

noticeably well in decreasing malnutrition through a series of factors including social 

policies, economic improvements, and targeted nutritional programs. However, the onset of 

the COVID-19 pandemic led to an increase in malnutrition cases among children. This 

literature review aims to view the progression of child malnutrition in Brazil from 1986 

through to the post-COVID era, drawing on several peer-reviewed studies to highlight the 

shifts in nutritional trends, policy responses, and emerging challenges. 

 

Pre-COVID-19 Era (1986-2019) 

Starting in 1986, Brazil embarked on a multi-decade journey to tackle child malnutrition, 

achieving noteworthy outcomes by the late 2010s. A landmark study from 1986 noted 

improvements in nutritional status of Brazilian children from 1975, highlighting a downward 

trend in malnutrition (Monteiro et al., 1992). This trend continued into the 1990s, with 

policies focusing on socioeconomic upliftment and healthcare accessibility contributing to 

improvements (Monteiro, 2009). By 2009, the emphasis shifted towards understanding social 

determinants of health better, advocating for a multisectoral approach to sustain the gains 

made in nutritional outcomes (Monteiro et al., 1992).  
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Between 2013 and 2019, we can see a more nuanced understanding of malnutrition 

that recognizes the coexistence of undernutrition and obesity, focusing on inequality as a 

core issue to be addressed. We see that studies underscored the importance of targeting the 

poorest populations, where the risk of malnutrition remained highest, and called for 

integrated policies that could address the multifaceted nature of malnutrition (Canella et al., 

2020). 

 

COVID-19 Era (2020-2022) 

In 2020, the COVID-18 pandemic entered the scene. Initial studies highlighted this impact 

on child malnutrition with lockdowns(Carrilho et al., 2020) and economic strains(Ferreira et 

al., 2020) worsening existing vulnerabilities. As the pandemic progressed, the years 2020 and 

2021 were the example of exacerbation of social inequalities. Significantly, there was a large 

need for targeted nutritional interventions to address the disparities heightened by the 

pandemic (Ribeiro-Silva et al., 2021). 

 

In response to the prolonged effects of COVID-19, researchers began to assess the 

effectiveness of interventions aimed at addressing the impact of the pandemic on child 

malnutrition. These works highlighted the resilience of public health nutrition efforts amidst 

ongoing challenges, yet stressed the importance of continued innovation and investment in 

nutritional programs (Ribeiro-Silva et al., 2022). 
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Post-COVID-19 Era (2023-2024) 

Recently, literature regarding the pandemic’s effects on child malnutrition have shifted 

towards recovery and the reevaluation of nutritional strategies. Nutritional inequalities and 

the need for policies that address both the direct and indirect determinants of malnutrition 

seem to still be present after the pandemic is over. These findings suggest a paradigm shift is 

necessary, one that builds on the lessons learned during the pandemic to forge a more 

inclusive, resilient, and comprehensive approach to child nutrition. 

 

Specifically, the COVID-19 pandemic is seen to have impacted the already complex 

landscape of child malnutrition in Brazil (Silva-Neto et al., 2024). The pandemic has 

introduced new challenges that threaten to reverse progress already made. This impact can be 

better understood by looking at three main ideas: socio-economic upheaval, policy 

discontinuity, and the resilience of public health efforts. 

 

First, socio-economic impact as the economic downturn led by the pandemic has 

significantly increased poverty rates, with drastic numbers observed among the most 

vulnerable segments of the population(de Albuquerque et al., 2024).  The stark increase in 

poverty—jumping to 30% in 2021 (Farias et al., n.d.)—and the parallel rise in food 

insecurity, reached a historically bad number in 2022 (Cardoso, 2023), and directly impacted 

nutritional outcomes in Brazil. The deepening of these socio-economic disparities 
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demonstrates the critical need for targeted interventions to address the root causes of 

malnutrition.  

 

Second, policy discontinuity in Brazil led to the worsening of malnutrition. The most 

noticeable shifts are the scaling back of social protection measures that were instrumental in 

reducing child malnutrition. The freezing of public spending established by Constitutional 

Amendment 95 (de Albuquerque et al., 2024) has posed a severe challenge to the 

sustainability of health, education, and social assistance programs. The need for robust, 

resilient, and adaptive policy frameworks has never been more critical, as illustrated by the 

burgeoning rates of undernutrition post-2006, with a marked increase observed from mid-

2013 onwards (Monteiro et al., 1992).  

 

However, despite the challenges, Brazil's public health system has demonstrated remarkable 

resilience. The dedication of researchers, healthcare providers, and community organizations 

has been pivotal in maintaining a focus on child nutrition amidst the pandemic. The planned 

ENANI survey in 2024 promises to provide critical insights into the pandemic's long-term 

impacts on nutritional indicators, offering a beacon of hope for evidence-based interventions 

(Cardoso, 2023). 
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Ultimately, the evolution of child malnutrition in Brazil, as illuminated by the selected 

studies, underscores the complex interplay between socio-economic development, public 

health policies, and external shocks such as the COVID-19 pandemic. While significant 

progress was made in the decades leading up to 2020, the pandemic revealed critical areas of 

vulnerability that require ongoing attention and adaptation. As Brazil moves forward, the 

post-COVID era presents both challenges and opportunities to reimagine and reinforce the 

nutritional safety net for its children, ensuring that the gains made in the past are not only 

preserved but also built upon for a healthier future. 
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Methods 

Data Collection 

Throughout my thesis, there were several stages of research that took place. In the initial 

phase of research, I conducted an extensive internet-based research phase which was 

essential for gathering important measures for the general topic of child malnutrition. This 

phase, setting the groundwork for the subsequent quantitative and qualitative analyses, 

involved a literature review. I used sources including academic databases, government 

reports, and publications from health organizations by searching in English, Spanish, and 

Portuguese to gain a variety of perspectives. Specifically, I used Google Translate to figure 

out search phrases and then input them into Google to see what would come up. Some 

English phrases I translated into Spanish and Portuguese were “Brazil child malnutrition” 

and “COVID-19 and child malnutrition in Brazil” which I then searched up separately. I also 

used the automatic Google Translate option on websites to translate sources that were in a 

different language other than English. For the literature review specifically, I mainly used 

sources that were peer-reviewed and published. However, across my search, I discovered 

many other sources that are more informal such as news articles which I used for the 

qualitative part of my research. I also discovered various datasets from different sources 

including international health organizations and government references, which were later 

used in the quantitative part of the research. 
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This preparatory phase of my research was instrumental in laying the foundation for the 

deeper analysis that followed. I focused my search on the nuanced topic of child malnutrition 

in Brazil, selecting a timeline that spanned from before the COVID-19 pandemic (2010) to 

during and after the pandemic (until 2024). This allowed me to capture a broad and 

comprehensive view of the factors influencing child malnutrition over these significant years. 

My approach was not just about gathering data; it was about understanding the evolving 

landscape of malnutrition determinants in a country marked by vast social and environmental 

diversity. 

 

Quantitative Analysis 

The quantitative analysis of the thesis was mostly used as a framework for my project. I 

wanted to come up with visualizations for the undernutrition and COVID-19 rates over time 

to better understand the context of malnutrition during this period. This exploration was 

facilitated through the use of data meticulously gathered from various internet-based sources, 

which was then imported into R Studio for detailed analysis. I decided to pick two datasets 

that were relevant to the thesis. One is from the World Bank regarding the prevalence of 

nourishment in the population and the other is from a COVID data set from a project called 

Our World in Data. The second data set includes a variety of relevant variables to COVID-19 

with data points that were measured daily across a multitude of countries. All analysis about 

the data including informative analysis was done through R studio. A primary inspection of 
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the dataset revealed its structure, focusing on categorizing variables into categorical and 

numerical types and identifying missing data, allowing for an initial step in analyzing the 

data. 

 

In the initial phase of our analysis, I first started by trying to understand the categorical 

variables present within the dataset. This involved carefully enumerating the unique 

categories and assessing their frequency distribution, providing a snapshot of the dataset's 

diversity. I decided to analyze using descriptive statistics for the numerical variables to fully 

understand the central tendencies, variability, and distribution of these variables, 

encapsulating measures such as the mean, median, mode, standard deviation, and range. This 

was all important because I needed to figure out which variable to use for the COVID-19 

dataset to best compare with the undernutrition rate. 

 

I mainly used visualization techniques to articulate the relationships between variables and 

did this with both types of statistical techniques. I first included visualizations of individual 

variables to better understand the nature of the data and what type of variable they are. These 

variables were mainly from the COVID data set and included “Average New Cases”, 

“Average New Deaths”, “Average Total Case”, “Average Total Deaths”, “GDP Per Capita”, 

and “People Vaccinated.” When looking at the univariate visualizations, I was able to get a 

better understanding on which variable to use.  
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Specifically in R, there were several techniques used to code the various analysis processes 

that took place. First, when categorizing the variables within the dataset into categorical and 

numerical types, I used functions like str() and summary() a foundational step that allowed 

me to tailor subsequent analyses according to the inherent nature of each variable. 

Concurrently, the presence of missing data was methodically identified and quantified using 

the is.na() unction in conjunction with aggregation functions like sum() guiding my decisions 

on whether to impute or exclude missing values based on a thorough evaluation of the 

dataset. My analysis then transitioned to a descriptive phase, where for categorical variables, 

I employed the table() and plyr::count() functions to enumerate the unique categories present 

and calculate their frequency distribution. This provided an initial insight into the dataset's 

diversity. Simultaneously, for numerical variables, descriptive statistics were computed to 

reveal central tendencies, variability, and distribution ranges using the summary() function 

and custom aggregations facilitated by dplyr. These statistics were pivotal in uncovering the 

underlying patterns within the numerical data, laying the groundwork for deeper analysis. 

 

Qualitative Analysis 

In the qualitative component of my study, I wanted to better understand the narrative and 

institutional responses to child malnutrition, focusing intently on in-depth analysis of news 

headlines. I decided to not limit this to a single geographical perspective and wanted to have 

a range of perspectives, so I searched across Brazilian, American, and UK news outlets to try 
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and capture a diverse array of viewpoints and responses to the malnutrition crisis. By 

employing ethnographic coding, I analyzed news articles with a systematic approach to 

identify recurrent themes, sentiments, and the specific framing employed by a wide range of 

stakeholders when discussing child malnutrition. The objective behind this rigorous coding 

was to categorize the collected data into meaningful themes, thereby illuminating the stance 

and responses of various government entities, non-governmental organizations, and 

international bodies toward the malnutrition dilemma. 

 

To ensure a comprehensive capture of perspectives, my search strategy was multifaceted. I 

utilized a variety of search terms across different languages, diving deep into the content 

produced by both local and international media outlets. This multilingual approach allowed 

me to transcend language barriers and access a rich tapestry of discourse on child 

malnutrition, significantly broadening the scope of my analysis. Moreover, my investigation 

delved beyond the articles themselves to include an analysis of comments on these news 

websites. This added layer provided valuable insights into public sentiment and engagement 

with the content, offering a ground-level view of how the narratives constructed by the media 

resonated with or diverged from public opinion. 

 

Furthermore, the content analysis phase of my qualitative research extended into a detailed 

examination of the articles' depth, scrutinizing the solutions proposed and the critique of 
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existing policies within the context of child malnutrition. This allowed me to delve into the 

nuances of public discourse, understand the intricacies of policy debates, and gauge the 

visibility of malnutrition issues across different media landscapes. By comparing and 

contrasting the coverage of child malnutrition in Brazilian, American, and UK news outlets, I 

was able to discern patterns of attention and neglect, as well as the diversity of proposed 

solutions and critiques. This comprehensive approach to qualitative analysis shed light on the 

complex interplay between media narratives, public discourse, and institutional responses to 

child malnutrition, offering a richer, more layered understanding of the issue at hand. 

 

In the qualitative component of my research, a significant focus was placed on the coding 

process which I did alongside a software program called MAXQDA. This program helped 

me to code certain areas of my articles by highlighting them with different colors. I 

essentially inputted my own codes into the program with different color associations, and 

then used the program to better organize this. 

 

The coding process involved an initial phase of open coding, where I read through the 

headlines and accompanying articles, assigning preliminary codes to specific words, phrases, 

and sentences that appeared to capture key aspects of the discourse on child malnutrition. 

This step was crucial for breaking down the content into analyzable pieces, enabling me to 

identify patterns and recurring themes.  
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Following the open coding, I began to organize these preliminary codes into categories based 

on their similarities and differences. This involved a process of comparison and contrast, 

where I assessed how certain codes were related and could be grouped to represent broader 

themes or concepts. For instance, words such as "hunger," "poverty," and "inequality" were 

often coded under broader themes like "Social and Environmental Determinants," while 

phrases discussing "government policy," "aid programs," and "NGO efforts" were 

categorized under “Institutional Responses." Overall codes I used included “COVID-19 Era 

Challenges”, “COVID-19 Impact on Malnutrition”, “Public Health Initiatives”, “Institutional 

Responses”,  “Social and Environmental Determinants”, “Policy and Program Analysis”, 

“Solutions and Critiques”, “Positive Sentiments”, and “Negative Sentiments”.     

This coding process was iterative because as I read more articles, my perspective towards 

various codes changed. As I continued to look through articles, I refined my codes and 

categories, ensuring that they would accurately describe or capture the nuances of the 

commentary. This iterative nature of coding meant revisiting the data multiple times and 

recoding for quality purposes.  
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Results 

During my research on this topic, I did a detailed analysis using R programming language 

and the comprehensive suite of tidyverse packages. My analysis spanned from the onset of 

the pandemic in 2020 through to the available data in 2023.  

 

Through the production of univariate visualizations of the variables, I was able to observe the 

nature of the various variables in the COVID-19 dataset. Specifically, the bar graph format 

allowed me to see a very general idea of what the nature of the datapoints in each variable 

looked like. When deciding which variable to use for the visualization to compare with the 

undernutrition rate, I looked at the initial univariate visualizations.  

 

The two COVID-19 metrics I came to —new cases and deaths—showed significant 

fluctuations, with 2021 marking the peak of the pandemic. After this time, where there was a 

very high number of cases and death rates, there was a gradual decline in both variables. 

Interestingly, undernourishment rates in Brazil seemed to follow a similar pattern. The rates 

began increasing in 2020 and reached their peak in 2021, suggesting a lagged effect of the 

pandemic's health impact on nutritional outcomes. To further see this, I produced two 

visualizations that had both graphs on the same timeline to see the overall trends over the 

graphs. 
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Interestingly, while I did observe a similar pattern of both rates (undernutrition and COVID-

19) over the same timeline, my analysis clarified that economic factors alone could not 

account for the observed trends in undernourishment. This emphasized that it is important to 

have a broader perspective when trying to understand malnutrition because the topic is multi-

faceted.  

The qualitative dimension of my thesis, enriched by a detailed coding process of news 

articles, delved into the narratives and sentiments surrounding child malnutrition. Through 

ethnographic coding, I categorized the content into distinct themes and sentiments, revealing 

insights into governmental policies, socio-economic challenges, public health strategies, 

community involvement, and the pandemic's direct impact. Below are several of the codes I 

used and observations I made during the research process. 

 

The theme of policy effectiveness emerged as a testament to Brazil's proactive and 

multifaceted policy approach towards combating malnutrition. Statistical analyses lauding 

the significant decline in malnutrition rates from 1996 to 2007 underscored the impact of 

improved maternal education, better purchasing power among the poorest families, expanded 

primary healthcare, and enhanced sanitation services. This period marked a pivotal shift in 

Brazil's public health policy landscape, dramatically reducing stunting rates and showcasing 

the potential of targeted governmental action. 
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Socio-economic determinants of malnutrition were frequently highlighted, drawing a direct 

correlation between socio-economic upliftment and nutritional outcomes. I found many 

sources saying that there was much progress in decreasing stunging, especially in the 

historically marginalized Northeast region, which introduced the important role of addressing 

poverty and improving living standards in mitigating malnutrition. The reduction in stunting 

among the lowest-income quintile of children was especially noteworthy, indicating a 

significant reduction in the nutrition gap between the extremely poor and more affluent 

segments of the population. 

 

Discussions on institutional responses was also found as narratives contrasted the successes 

and failures of the universal health care system in Brazil (Unified Health System (SUS)) 

While Brazil's commitment to providing free healthcare has achieved notable successes in 

reducing severe malnutrition, funding constraints persist, highlighting the complexities of 

institutional commitments versus actual outcomes. 

 

Public health strategies employed by Brazil such as the  "Bolsa Familia" program were 

highlighted as exemplary models of effective nutritional interventions. These strategies have 

not only contributed significantly to reducing infant mortality but have also underscored the 

importance of integrating health, welfare, and education services in public health initiatives.  
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Lastly, the community engagement theme emphasized the crucial role of grassroots 

movements and church groups in addressing malnutrition. Their involvement in policy 

proposals and active participation in public health initiatives underlines the essential role of 

community action in complementing governmental efforts. 

 

Integrating the quantitative analysis with a nuanced qualitative exploration, my thesis 

provides an in-depth look at the multifaceted issue of child malnutrition in Brazil, especially 

under the exacerbating influence of the COVID-19 pandemic. The quantitative component, 

rooted in data analysis through R Studio, uncovered significant findings regarding the 

interaction between the pandemic and malnutrition rates. It revealed not only a noticeable 

uptick in malnutrition coinciding with the pandemic's peak periods but also delineated the 

complex, multifactorial relationship between socio-economic variables and malnutrition 

outcomes. The coding also identified critical areas of discussion as government and policy 

responses emerged as a focal point, with articles often scrutinizing the effectiveness of 

various initiatives. Discussions on socio-economic determinants painted a picture of 

frustration and despair but also carried calls to action for systemic reforms. The examination 

of public health strategies and the involvement of church groups and NGOs highlighted a 

mix of optimism and urgency, emphasizing the potential impact of collective efforts. 

Moreover, sentiments in  these discussions distinguish between the positive recognition of 

successful health interventions and the negative apprehensions regarding the pandemic's 
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aggravating effect on malnutrition. This analysis allowed for a deeper understanding of the 

emotional landscape, capturing the broad spectrum of public and institutional sentiments 

towards the issue of malnutrition. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 23 

Discussion 

When trying to understand child malnutrition in Brazil in the context of the pandemic, both 

quantitative and qualitative analysis were important tools that were used to gain perspective.  

Through my quantitative analysis, I was able to observe a parallel between increase in 

malnutrition rates and COVID-19 trends. Alongside this, my qualititative analysis allowed 

for me to understand the different discourse that surrounds the topic of child malnutrition in 

Brazil throughout the COVID-19 pandemic. Through my different codes, I was able to 

categorize the news articles and opinion pieces to contrast them with each other depending 

on the narratives. Important aspects such as governmental policies, socio-economic 

determinants, public health strategies, and community engagement were all things that I 

learned as I was coding the literature. Sentiment analysis further deepened this exploration, 

distinguishing between the optimistic acknowledgment of health interventions' successes and 

the concern over the pandemic's exacerbating effects on malnutrition. 

Government Action 

One significant code among news articles and opinion pieces was the influence of political 

powers on the state of child malnutrition in Brazil. This sentiment was strongly reflected in 

public opinions and discussions, particularly in responses to actions taken—or not taken—by 

government officials. Specifically, public sentiment seemed to be heavily influenced by the 

effectiveness of political actions and their direct impact on societal well-being. We see this in 
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the mobilization of church groups who are becoming increasingly active in the proposition of 

policies and conversations with state councils. Specifically, I coded sentiments criticizing 

actions from former President Jair Bolsonaro that directly affected the malnutrition crisis 

negatively including the dismantling of crucial social safety nets, budget reduction in the 

school food program, and shutting down of necessary governing councils that advocate for 

food security and nutrition. One individual interviewed commented on the church group’s 

actions against the government in this way: “We went against the tide over the years. We 

were seen as enemies of the government due to our stance” ( Lima, 2023). When observing 

the choice of words such as “enemies” or “against the tide,” it is clear that individuals in the 

church groups felt like they were on the opposite side of the government. Especially as this 

quotation was reflecting the way church groups publicly denounced former President 

Bolsonaro’s actions and publically sueing the government, it is clear that the public 

sentiment displays a divide in direction between political governance and the greater public. 

Even with new administration, church groups seem to be targeting public policy as a way to 

respond to the crisis, which indicates that they view governing powers as influential in the 

matter of malnutrition.  

Quotations such as “Our challenge as Catholics now is to keep strengthening civic 

organizations which struggle for the children’s rights and secure the application of the new 

policies” ( Lima, 2023) indicate this importance. Specifically, it is clear that regardless of the 

direction of administration, the public values governmental power and views it as an 
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influential aspect of change. Through the coding, not only is there a clear narrative of public 

dissatisfaction with political failures, but a clear call for more robust and effective 

governance to safeguard children's health and nutrition in Brazil. 

Non-Governmental Action 

Non-governmental organizations, notably church groups, have played a crucial role in both 

advocacy and direct intervention. We see that Salesian missionaries, for instance, have made 

significant contributions through their targeted food support and healthcare services in 

remote areas like the Xavante villages. Their efforts are characterized by a community-

driven approach, bringing essential relief directly to those most affected. "Through all the 

partners who join the Salesian mission we can reach the villages and distribute food and 

clothes," says a representative from the Salesian mission, showing a tone of collectivism that 

encourages the community to participate. Additionally, Brazilian church groups have been 

actively involved in shaping public policies to better protect children from the severe impacts 

of malnutrition. Their involvement in state councils that define and monitor the 

implementation of these policies demonstrates their engagement with the issue, and we can 

see a dual role in both direct humanitarian aid and mobilizing for systemic change. The 

quote, “We have worked for four years on the structuring of that project. We heard civic 

organizations, church members, and dozens of homeless children about their needs” (Lima, 

2023) from Sueli Camargo, the ministry’s coordinator, shows that the church groups 
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themselves acknowledge their position as a voice for those who do not have one. Not only do 

they view themselves as people who are standing up for their own individual beliefs, but it is 

clear that church ministries view their involvement as a representation for the general 

collective.  

Social and Environmental Determinants 

When looking at what the public views to be the reasons behind the malnutrition crisis, discourse 

showed another significant code that encompassed various roots to this issue.. One group that has 

responsed are Salesian missionaries who are mainly providing food supplies to villages in 

Xavante. When describing causes, we see that “a lack of rain, poor food, hygiene conditions, and 

the length of distance to travel to urban centers” ( Salesian Missions, 2022) are most closely 

attributed by the missionaries as the reasons for the situation. When comparing this 

perspective to the one mentioned above regarding government action, we see that there is a 

focus on environmental conditions rather than lack of presence or involvement from other 

parties. Interestingly, all three reasons shift the blame away from the individual, because they 

are all things that are uncontrollable. Very similarly, we also see evidence of social and 

environmental determinants impacting child malnutrition in indigeneous groups of Brazil 

including the Yanomami. As a result of illegal mining, the environment as well as the health 

of children has been drastically impacted as the spread of diseases and malnutrition closely 

linked to environmental degradation. One sentiment regarding this situation says, “’Illegal 
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mining is the source of all the ills there, at least in Roraima, ‘ said Alisson Marugal, a federal 

prosecutor in Roraima. ‘If you took mining out, I’m not saying that health would be 

wonderful, but it would improve a lot.’” ( Oliveira, 2021). Using absolute terms such as 

“source of all the ills” shows a clear leaning towards the explanation of environmental and 

social determinants as a solution to blame rather than any other.  

Public Health Initiatives 

Public health responses to the malnutrition crisis in Brazil have seen significant contributions 

from various sectors, focusing on emergency actions and ongoing healthcare improvements 

for vulnerable communities, especially the indigenous populations. 

 

One initiative seen is the declaration of a medical emergency by Brazil's Ministry of Health 

in the Yanomami territory as mentioned above. To be more specific, this emergency was 

declared to tackle the severe malnutrition and related diseases affecting this large indigenous 

group, which had been exacerbated by neglect and harmful policies from previous 

government administrations. We see President Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva’s emphasis on the 

situation through the description as  "more than a humanitarian crisis," (Reuters, 2023) , and 

can observe the public health framework that is being used. By framing the medical 

emergency in this way, President Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva is not only calling for individual 

responsibility, but interventions that go across all sectors. We see this in the hope to re-
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establish healthcare support that has been reduced under other administrations through the 

quote from Dr. Paulo Basta who describes that "The situation of vulnerability experienced by 

the Yanomami is due to lack of government... They say that they are not vulnerable; they’ve 

been placed in a vulnerable situation by the government” (Reuters, 2023). 

 

In addition, we also see previous public health strategies such as the global leadership in the 

"Bolsa Familia" program which has been a cornerstone in Brazil's strategy to reduce poverty 

and malnutrition. In 2023 alone, the program helped lift 3 million people out of poverty by 

providing financial aid that makes sure that families can afford basic food items and 

healthcare. Economist Raul Krauser points out the program's larger impacts, saying, "This is 

going to have a huge impact from the point of view of public health, from the point of view 

of education, the increase in the average number of years of schooling, all of this has a very 

significant impact" (Alves, 2023). Although this program initially started in 2003 and has 

faced ups and downs as a result of different presidential administrations, the reinstatement of 

the program during COVID-19 has significantly impacted poverty rates and access to 

resources. 

These public health initiatives represent a concerted effort to address not only the immediate 

health crises but also the systemic issues that have long contributed to health disparities 

among Brazil's indigenous and underprivileged populations. The ongoing work involves a 
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combination of emergency response measures and long-term policy changes that are aimed 

to rebuild and reinforce the public health infrastructure necessary to prevent such crises in 

the future. 

It is observable that these insights lead to a needed advocacy for a multifaceted approach to 

respond to child malnutrition. In order to respond to the root of malnutrition, both the 

quantitative and qualitatitive analysis indicate that interventions must have multi-

dimensionality and promote collaboration among various bodies. The role of government 

policies, alongside the invaluable contributions of community efforts and public health 

strategies, is very important in addressing the nutritional needs of Brazil's children, 

especially in light of the pandemic's ongoing impacts. Specifically, there is a critical 

importance in government-led initiatives, such as the Bolsa Familia and the Family Health 

Program, and the evolving challenge of obesity, which marks a significant transition in 

Brazil's nutritional landscape. The engagement of church groups and NGOs, as revealed in 

my qualitative analysis, stands as a testament to the power of collective action in enhancing 

nutritional security. 

The rise in child malnutrition rates during the pandemic cannot be attributed to a singular 

cause. This is seen through the quantitative analysis I did where I compared various variables 

with the undernutrition rates. Through the qualitative analysis, it was observed that the 

pandemic brought economic downturns, with layoffs and income losses becoming 
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widespread. For many families, this meant a direct hit to food security, making it more 

difficult for people to prioritize nutrition and food. This economic strain, coupled with 

disruptions in food supply chains and restricted access to health and nutrition services due to 

lockdown measures, is one reason why malnutrition rates increased.  

Qualitative insights from news articles further explain this narrative as conversations 

regarding pre-existing inequalities are taking place. As community groups respond to the 

immediate problem of hunger, it is important how large of a problem it really is. In 

narratives, people echo sentiments of current governmental leadership, specifically President 

Jair Bolsonaro, not doing enough,  which signify the importance of this issue to the public 

and their dissatisfaction with current handling. These accounts not only provided context to 

the quantitative findings but also echoed the literature's emphasis on the critical need for 

targeted nutritional interventions. Through this analysis, it is evident that Brazil's journey in 

combating child malnutrition is characterized by a tapestry of successes, ongoing challenges, 

and relentless efforts across multiple fronts. While significant strides have been made, the 

emergence of new challenges, particularly during the pandemic, highlights the need for an 

innovative comprehensive approach that fosters policy and socio-economic development. 

Discussions on community and government responses to the malnutrition crisis were 

particularly revealing. The commitment seen in initiatives like the Bolsa Familia program, 

which has been lauded for its role in poverty alleviation and nutritional improvement, 
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contrasts sharply with the challenges posed by the pandemic. This juxtaposition highlights 

the delicate balance between policy achievements and the resilience of public health systems 

in the face of crises. 

In this light, the discussion goes beyond the surface level to dig deepeer into the reasons for 

observed malnutrition trends. It beckons a call to action for policymakers, communities, and 

health practitioners to respond to the pandemic with action and change. Through data and 

narrative, it is clear that  public health strategies must be informed by both quantitative trends 

and qualitative insights to fully address nutritional security. Through this thesis, I aim to 

contribute to a deeper understanding of these issues, advocating for informed, empathetic, 

and integrated approaches to safeguarding the health and well-being of Brazil's children. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 32 

Conclusion 

Emerging from the pandemic, Brazil stands at a crossroads, faced with the dual challenge of 

responding to immediate impacts of COVID-19 on child malnutrition and addressing the 

deeper inequalities that also influence nutritional outcomes. The way forward demands a 

significant shift towards a more inclusive approach to child nutrition, intertwining the 

enhancement of social determinants of health—such as education, healthcare, and 

sanitation—with the strengthening of social protection mechanisms to safeguard the most 

vulnerable segments of society. 

 

Through a rigorous examination of both quantitative data and qualitative discourse, this 

thesis contributes a detailed exploration into the multifaceted issue of child malnutrition in 

Brazil, especially under the influence of the COVID-19 pandemic. By highlighting the scale 

of the challenge and identifying potential pathways for intervention, this work aims to inform 

future research and policymaking, fostering a dialogue that leads to more effective and 

holistic strategies for addressing the nutritional challenges facing Brazil's children, informed 

by the lessons learned during the COVID-19 pandemic. In conclusion, the journey towards 

eradicating child malnutrition in Brazil post-COVID will require sustained efforts and 

innovative strategies to strengthen the nutritional security system for a more equitable and 

healthy future. 
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Limitations 

Potential limitations in my research include a limited number of news sources and barriers 

with language. Because I used translation services, there could have been certain words or 

sentiments that were translated incorrectly. I also was unable to look at a large quantity of 

news sources which may indicate a smaller pool of data. The dataset for undernourishment 

also did not have any statistics after 2022 because of the recency of the pandemic, which lead 

to an inaccurate representation of the trends for 2023.  

 

Future Research Interest 

Looking towards future challenges, there is a noticeable transition towards higher obesity 

rates among children signals a new set of challenges. This is also a potential research interest 

as obesity could also be related to the COVID-19 pandemic. As income and socio-economic 

factors become more unstable, food options for families may lean towards unhealthier 

products as they tend to be less expensive. Although obesity and malnutrition seem to be at 

opposite ends of the spectrum, they both lead to health outcomes that could be harmful to 

children. Regulatory policies targeting the marketing of unhealthy foods and beverages to 

children, alongside continued investment in health and education, are important areas of 

research to better respond to this potential challenge.  
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The trajectory of child malnutrition in Brazil is and will continue to be a response to current 

public health challenges. From combating severe undernutrition and hunger to tackling the 

obesity epidemic, Brazil's journey with child nutrition appears to be one that involves many 

different institutions and actors. The synthesis of the literature and research highlights the 

critical role of government-led initiatives and policies in shaping health outcomes as well as 

community response. Looking forward, it is clear that continued innovation in policy-

making, alongside multisectoral collaboration, is very important for progress in the field of 

nutrition. 
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