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Abstract 
The purpose of this study was to investigate the impact of nutrition on mental health 

and wellbeing in a rural suburb of Nigeria among primary school children. The study was 

conducted using an ex post facto design. Using a multi stage and random sampling 

procedure, 197 primary school children were selected from five migrant farmers schools 

in a rural suburb in Nigeria.  The researcher adapted two instruments: Children’s Mental 

Health Questionnaire (CMHQ) and Children’s Wellbeing Index (CWI). The Children’s 

Mental Health Questionnaire (CMHQ) is a 15-item questionnaire which measures the 

children’s level of depression, anxiety, suicidal thoughts and behaviour. Also, the 

Children’s Well-being Index (CWI) measures six dimensions of wellbeing such as self-

acceptance, life satisfaction, personal growth, positive inter-personal relations, 

adaptability, and quality of life. The results showed that nutrition significantly impacted 

on the mental health of primary school children (β = .915; t = 31.1771; p-value = 0.000). 

Furthermore, the results showed that nutrition significantly impacted the well-being of 

primary school children (β = .949; t = 42.014; p-value = 0.000). It is recommended that 

interventions targeted at alleviating the plights of these vulnerable children should be a 

top priority for the government and non-governmental organizations.   It is also further 

recommended that laudable government programmes such as ‘school feeding 

programme’ in Nigeria should be revitalized to supplement the diets of school children 

who are exposed to malnutrition.      
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Introduction 
Nutrition is a critical factor in childhood development (Black et al., 2020). Children of 

school age are actively undergoing a growing phase which involves both physical and mental 

development (Immordino-Yang et al, 2019). According to Black et al (2019), good nutrition 

during childhood stage of life does not only promote optimal health and wellbeing but also 

contributes to adequate mental and cognitive development. Research has shown that nutrition 

has been historically overlooked as a contributing factor in poor mental health and well-being 

(Kris-Etherton et al, 2021). Nevertheless, scholars have begun to study the subtle relationship 

existing between nutrition and mental health because not only does the entire body need 

adequate nutrition for healthy growth and development, but even the central nervous system 

need some important nutrients to function properly.  Globally, malnutrition is linked with poor 

mental health outlook in the adolescent and adult population, whereas there seems to be a 

paucity of research linking nutrition and poor mental health and well-being among children 

(Akseer, et al, 2017). According to World Health Organization (WHO) (2016), malnutrition simply 

describes significant deficiencies, which manifests in excesses or imbalances in a child’s 

nutrient base. Those who are undernourished, micronutrient deficient, overweight, and obese 

are at a higher risk of noncommunicable diseases and illnesses related to diet. 
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According to Adeyeye et al, (2023), there are more deaths caused by malnutrition than by 

violence, natural disasters, and diseases worldwide. It can result in stunting, wasting, and severe 

acute malnutrition in children (Ghimire et al., 2020). Malnutrition adversely affects the physical 

and mental development of children (De et al., 2019; Kirolos et al., 2022; Chattopadhyay & 

Saumitra, 2016). A study by Bourke et al, (2016) reveals that the immune system of 

malnourished children is more likely to be weakened, making them more susceptible to diseases 

and; it can also affect their ability to learn and develop intellectually. There is also concern that 

anxiety, depression, and other psychiatric symptoms are more likely to occur in malnourished 

children (Lin et al., 2021). It is also possible that the visual, auditory, and olfactory systems of 

children are all affected by malnutrition (Sethi et al, 2022). In a recent study, Bhutta et al. (2017) 

found that children with severe malnutrition have a 11-fold higher mortality rate than healthy 

children, mainly because they are more sensitive to infections.  

It is possible for both adults and children to suffer from malnutrition. Globally, there are 

about 462 million underweight adults, and 1.9 billion overweight and obese adults (WHO, 2024). 

Further, the report points out that there are about 155 million stunted children under the age of 

five, 52 million wasted children, 17 million severely wasted children, and 41 million obese 

children. There are approximately 820 million people in the world who are hungry or 

malnourished, resulting in approximately 1 in 9 people suffering from hunger and malnutrition. 

There are 20 African countries responsible for 80% of the world's malnutrition, of which Nigeria 

is among the top 20. Furthermore, the report revealed that Nigerian children have traditionally 

suffered from two types of malnutrition: protein-energy malnutrition and micronutrient 

malnutrition.      

Research findings have indicated that malnutrition among children of school age can 

manifest in a number of negative consequences such as low school enrolment, depression, 

anxiety and low academic achievement and others (Amoadu et al, 2024; Fynn-Sackey & Abdul 

Salam, 2015). It has been reported that children who eat healthy diets with vegetables, fruits 

and other nutritious foods have more sound mental health and better wellbeing than those who 

are exposed to other processed and unhealthy foods (Nekitsing et al, 2018). In children, 

unhealthy dietary patterns high in saturated fat, refined carbohydrates, and processed foods are 

associated with worse mental health outcomes (Orlando et al, 2022). The consumption of certain 

key nutrients during childhood is essential for proper brain development and functioning, with 

deficiencies in these nutrients linked to mental health problems (Muscaritoli, 2021). In the view 

of Anderson et al, (2018), breakfast and lunch, as well as the quality of the child's diet, can have 

a significant effect on the child's mental wellbeing and academic performance. It has been found 

that poorer mental health is associated with skipping breakfast and consuming energy drinks 

(Pengpid & Peltzer, 2020; Smiths & Richards, 2018). In extension, research in prenatal health 

indicates that there has been an association between a mother's diet during pregnancy and the 

child's diet in early childhood (up to age 7) and the child's personality traits and symptoms of 

depression and anxiety later in childhood (Pina-Camacho et al, 2015; Liu et al, 2017). A report 

by Bella-Awusah and Omigbodun (2020), indicates that about 10-20% of children in Nigeria have 

a mental health condition. It is imperative to note that there is a strong link between nutrition 

and children’s mental health and wellbeing. Several research reports suggest that proper 

nutrition is crucial for supporting children's mental health, personality development, and overall 

wellbeing, particularly during the critical early developmental stages (Subramanyam et al, 2024; 

Rider et al, 2021). Optimizing child mental health outcomes requires access to healthy, nutritious 

foods especially in the rural suburbs of Enugu State, Nigeria. 

Positive mental health and well-being guarantees children’s optimal development and 

well-being. These can only be achieved when there is adequate nutrition for the growing 
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children. In the rural suburbs of Nigeria, malnutrition is common among children and this has 

resulted in the manifestations of different mental health issues such as stress, depression, 

anxiety and other debilitating mental health disorders. Furthermore, these children are found to 

be persistently having negative emotions, unable to have good relationships and can hardly 

engage in a meaningful activity or pursue life goals. Researchers have speculated that these 

conditions could be attributed to a lack of balanced diet or acute malnutrition. To this effect, the 

researcher tries to fill the gap of paucity of literature on the impact of nutrition on mental health 

and wellbeing of children in rural suburbs of Enugu State, Nigeria.  

The general purpose of the study is to ascertain the impact of nutrition on the mental health and 

wellbeing of children in the rural suburbs of Enugu State, Nigeria. Specifically, the study sought 

to find out: (a )The impact of nutrition on mental health of primary school children. (b)The impact 

of nutrition on wellbeing of primary school children. The following research questions guided 

the study: i) What is the impact of nutrition on mental health of primary school children? ii) What 

is the impact of nutrition on wellbeing of primary school children? 

 

Method 
This study utilized the ex post facto research design to examine how nutrition affects 

the mental health and well-being of children in rural suburbs of Enugu State, Nigeria based on 

quantitative research paradigms. Studies such as Anggarista and Wahyudin, (2022) and 

Goodman-Scott (2022) effectively utilized the ex post facto design to investigate variables after 

the fact has occurred without the interference of the researcher. The researcher obtained a copy 

of ethical approval letter from the Faculty of Education, University of Nigeria Ethical Committee. 

Also, written permission to carry out the study was obtained from the Local Education District. 

Prior to data collection, informed consent forms were given to the parents/guardians of the 

study participants. The researcher also adhered strictly to the stipulations of the American 

Psychological Association (APA) in conducting research involving human participants.   

The study was conducted in a rural suburb of Uzo Uwani in Enugu State, Nigeria. The 

study area is known for its large arable land area predominantly used Agricultural activities. It is 

mostly populated by Igbo and Fulani tribes of Nigeria who engage in farming and cattle rearing 

respectively. The sample of the study involved 197 children (aged 8-12 years) from the migrant 

farmers schools in the study area drawn from a total population of 3488 children across all the 

primary schools across the entire study area.  

 In this study, the researcher adopted two instruments: Children’s Mental Health 

Questionnaire (CMHQ) and Children’s Wellbeing Index (CWI). The Children’s Mental Health 

Questionnaire (CMHQ) was adapted from Lukat et, (2016), and it contains 15 items which 

measures the children’s level of depression, anxiety, suicidal thoughts and behaviour and others. 

The CMHQ has a Likert scale of 4. Similarly, the Children’s Well-being Index (CWI) was adapted 

from Dyrbye et al, (2016), which was designed to measure six dimensions of wellbeing such as 

self-acceptance, life satisfaction, personal growth, positive inter-personal relations, adaptability, 

and quality of life. The Children’s Wellbeing Index has ‘yes/no’ response options.  The researcher 

subjected the questionnaire to a thorough modification to reflect the context of Nigerian children.  

To ensure the reliability of the Children’s Wellbeing Index (CWI), the questionnaire was 

trial tested and it yielded a score 0.78 using Kuda Richardson 20.  The researcher engaged two 

primary school teachers who served as research assistants during the data collection stage. 

Two structured questionnaires were used to ascertain information on mental health and 

wellbeing of primary school children. The Children’s Mental Health Questionnaire (CMHQ) and 

the Children’s Wellbeing Index (CWI) were administered simultaneously and data collected at 
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the same spot.    Linear regression was used to analyse the relationships between variables in 

this study. Most importantly, regression has been extensively used to ascertain the pattern, 

direction and relationship strengths in ex post facto paradigms (Fox, 2015).       

 

Results 
Demographic information of the participants 

The biodata of the study participants is gender. The male primary school children constituted 

45.7% while females constituted 54.3% of the sample size.  

Research questions 1: What is the impact of nutrition on mental health of primary school 

children? 

Table 1: Linear regression analysis of the impact of nutrition on mental health of primary 

school children. 

Model R r2 Standardized 

Coefficients 

T Sig. Decision  

Beta 

1 
(Constant) -12.470 2.017  -6.183 .000  

CNC .915a .838 .915 31.771 .000 Sig.  

a. Dependent Variable: CMHQ 

 

In Table 1, the data shows that nutrition had positive impact on the mental health of primary 

school children since correlation coefficient of R = .915 was positive and high. In the coefficient 

of determination shows that nutrition explained 83% variation in mental health of primary school 

pupils. Hence, the 17% variation on the mental health of pupils could be attributed to other 

variables that were not included in the model. Hence, Nutrition positively and highly impacted 

on the mental health of primary school children. 

Hypothesis 1: The impact of nutrition on the mental health of school children is not significant. 

In table 1, linear regression analysis was conducted to examine the impact of nutrition on the 

mental health of primary school children. The results showed that nutrition significantly impacted 

on the mental health of primary school children (β = .915; t = 31.1771; p-value = 0.000). 

Therefore, nutrition is a significant factor that impacts primary school pupils’ mental health. 

Research question 2: What is the impact of nutrition on wellbeing of primary school children? 

Table 2. Linear regression of the impact of nutrition on wellbeing of primary school 

children. 

Model R r2 Standardized 

Coefficients 

T Sig. Decision  

Beta 

1 

(Constant

) 
-16.650 1.504 

 
-11.071 .000 

 

CNC .949a .901 .949 42.014 .000 Sig  

 

The data table 2 shows the impact of nutrition on wellbeing of primary school children. The 

results revealed that nutrition had positive impact on the well-being of primary school children 

since correlation coefficient of R = .949 was positive and high. The coefficient of determination 

shows that nutrition explained 90% variation in well-being of primary school children. Hence, 

the 10% variation on the well-being of primary school children could be attributed to other 
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variables that were not included in the model. Hence, nutrition positively and highly impacted 

on the well-being of primary school children. 

Hypothesis 1: The impact of nutrition on the wellbeing of primary school children is not 

significant. 

In table 2, linear regression analysis was conducted to examine the impact of nutrition on the 

well-being of primary school children. The results showed that nutrition significantly impacted 

the well-being of primary school children (β = .949; t = 42.014; p-value = 0.000). Therefore, 

nutrition is a significant factor that impacts on primary school pupils’ well-being. 

   

Discussion 
The results showed that nutrition significantly impacted on the mental health of primary 

school children. Specifically, the result shows that nutrition had positive impact on the mental 

health of primary school children n. Further analysis shows that nutrition explained a greater 

percentage of variation in mental health of primary school children. Thus, primary school 

children who suffered malnutrition or lacked balanced diets were more likely to be susceptible 

to some mental health issues. This finding supports the findings of the study conducted by 

Lucarelli et al., (2018) who reported that children who suffered malnutrition exhibited an 

increase in internalizing and externalizing emotional problems.  

Similarly, the study by Florentino (2015) further showed that malnutrition was a serious 

and debilitating public health issue among school-aged children and adolescents in Senegal and 

Cambodia. This shows that the manifestation of some mental health concerns such as anxiety 

and extreme stress among school children could be attributed to malnutrition and a lack of 

adequate nutrients needed for growth, emotional stability and all round well being. In line with 

the finding of this current study, Fadare et al., (2019) has equally affirmed that there a strong 

link between children’s nutrition and their mental health in developing countries like Nigeria. The 

study by Fadare et al, further reported that the level of mothers’ education in the rural suburbs 

of Nigeria is still low and consequently affects the mental health outcomes of children.  

 Furthermore, results also revealed that nutrition had high and positive impact on the 

well-being of primary school children. In extension, linear regression analysis was conducted to 

examine the impact of nutrition on the well-being of primary school children. The results showed 

that nutrition significantly impacted the well-being of primary school children. This finding is in 

line with the findings of Hailegiorgis et al, (2018) who reported that orphaned primary school 

children scored very low on psychological wellbeing which may have been caused by severe 

malnutrition.  Similarly, a study by Govender et al (2016), corroborates the findings of this study. 

According to Govender et al., the access to good nutrition, balanced diets and diverse nutrients 

could serve as a major boost for general human health and well-being especially children when 

constantly need them for growth.  It has been found that malnutrition adversely affects the 

physical, cognitive, and emotional wellbeing of school-aged children.  

 

Conclusion 
The findings of the current study clearly indicate that nutrition is a critical determining 

factor in children’s mental health and wellbeing. Many children around the world suffer 

malnutrition and a large body of literature indicates that malnutrition adversely affects the 

physical growth as well as the mental health and wellbeing of children of school age. It is 

recommended that interventions targeted at alleviating the plights of these vulnerable children. 

It is also further recommended that laudable government programmes such as ‘School feeding 
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programme’ in Nigeria should be revitalized to supplement the diets of school children who are 

exposed to malnutrition.      
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