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Background and aim: Over the last decade, community based treatments have revolutionized the treatment of 

acute malnutrition in childhood. Of an estimated 38 million children aged <5 years with MAM (Moderate 

Acute Malnutrition) worldwide, 4.7 million are infants aged <6 months; of 20 million with SAM (Severe Acute 

Malnutrition), 3.8 million are infants <6m. Recent WHO guidelines on SAM for the first time given 

international guidance on infants aged <6m – but they are based on very weak evidence. What to do for infant 

MAM remains unknown and poorly described. In this study, we aimed to explore what carers and 

healthcare-worker perspectives thought about the new WHO proposals for community-based care for infant 

SAM. Since community-based care for infants is also highly relevant to infant MAM, this study has much 

wider relevance and implications. 
 

Methods: This was a formative, qualitative study based on 12 interviews and 20 focus group discussions in two 

rural and three urban centres of Southern Malawi. In total, 143 people were interviewed. Participants included 

mothers, fathers, grandparents and healthcare workers. Purposive sampling were applied. Data were analysed 

using Excel. Thematic analysis deduced 6 major themes and 29 codes. 
 

Results: Infant malnutrition was a sensitive topic raising emotional and instinctive responses, involving family 

relationships and taboos. Six themes emerging from the data were: understanding of causes and symptoms of 

infant malnutrition; perception of management of infant malnutrition in hospitals; Perception of management 

of infant malnutrition in the community; caregiving resources (mother and household); caregiving resources 

(community level); perceived priorities for management of infant malnutrition. Participants instinctively 

preferred inpatient-based treatments for infant malnutrition. However, this was based on a superficial 

risk-benefit judgment and high expectations from inpatient-care and food and medicine availability. All these 

elements can be easily delivered in community setting. Participants also recognized the value of 

community-based care including support from healthcare workers, family and community members. They 

preferred individually tailored rather than group treatments. 
 

Conclusion and Recommendation: Recognizing the importance of stakeholder involvement is vital to any new 

policy: we hope that our findings will therefore help inform and shape future policy and future research 

studies on acute malnutrition in infants. 
For new services to develop successfully and reach as many affected individuals and populations as possible, 

close engagement with families and communities is essential. Infant treatment services must not only support 

the mother-infant dyad but consider wider family and social contexts underlying malnutrition. 

Community-based care providers should work closely with hospital teams to ensure synergy and avoid being 

perceived as a 2nd-best service. 
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