
 

Test developed that can help predict if
children will have stunted growth due to
malnutrition
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An international team of researchers has
developed a urine test that can be used to predict
how well a baby at risk of malnutrition will grow. In
their paper published in the journal Science
Advances, the group describes how they
developed the test and why they believe it can be
used to help identify children suffering from
malnutrition. 

Malnutrition in children is a global problem, and not
only in regions where people are starving. Prior
research has shown that malnutrition in children
can lead to both physical and mental problems as
the child grows older. Because of that, health
workers have been looking for ways to identify
children who might not be getting the proper
nutrition they need to grow into healthy adults.
Prior research has also shown that children who
suffer from malnutrition tend to grow up shorter
than they would were they to grow up eating a 
healthy diet. The researchers with this new effort
used that information to develop a urine test that
can predict how well a child will grow over the

following six months.

The work involved collecting monthly urine samples
from children in Peru, Tanzania and Bangladesh
between the ages of three months to two years.
Each of the children was also measured for body
length. The team also did the same with children on
healthy diets to serve as a control group. The
researchers studied the urine samples and found
that malnourished children had lower levels of
certain metabolites in their urine than normal.
Further study showed that metabolites associated
with the Krebs cycle and those associated with the
metabolism of tryptophan were most closely tied to
body growth during childhood. Deficiencies of both
are generally tied to children who do not eat
enough protein. 

Additional research showed that urine tests that
measured the levels of such metabolites in children
could be used to identify those who are at risk of
malnutrition. The researchers note that identifying
children with malnutrition would allow health
workers in impoverished areas to see which
children needed more resources. The team also
notes that they found that many children who were
exposed to infectious agents on a frequent basis
needed more protein in their diet than normal to
prevent becoming malnourished. 

  More information: N. Giallourou et al. Metabolic
maturation in the first 2 years of life in resource-
constrained settings and its association with
postnatal growths, Science Advances (2020). DOI:
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