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Poor diet: Children 20cm shorter as a result, 
analysis says 

By Smitha Mundasad 
Health reporter 

  
 
 
 
 
 

Poor diets for school-age children may contribute to an average height gap 
of 20cm (7.9in) between the tallest and shortest nations, an analysis suggests. 
 
It reports that in 2019 the tallest 19-year-old boys lived in the Netherlands 
(183.8cm or 6ft) and the shortest lived in Timor Leste (160.1cm or 5ft 3in). 
 
Meanwhile the UK's global height ranking fell, with 19-year-old boys being 39th 
tallest in 2019 (1.78m or 5ft 10in) from 28th tallest in 1985. 
 
The study appears in The Lancet. 

 

https://www.thelancet.com/
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Researchers say tracking changes in the height and weight of children across the 
world and over time is important because they can reflect the quality of nutrition 
available, and how healthy environments are for young people. 
The team analysed data from more than 65 million children and adolescents aged 
5 to 19 years from more than 2000 studies between 1985 and 2019. 
 
They found that in 2019, on average, children and teenagers in north-western and 
central Europe (e.g. those in the Netherlands and Montenegro) were the tallest in 
the world. 
 
Meanwhile, the 19-year-olds who were on average the shortest lived in South and 
South-East Asia, Latin America and East Africa. 
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The analysis suggests that in 2019: 
 

• On average, 19-year-old boys in Laos were the same height (162.8cm or 5ft 4in) as 13-
year old boys in the Netherlands. 

• At 19 years old, girls in Guatemala, Bangladesh, Nepal and Timor Leste were the same 
average height as 11-year-old Dutch girls (about 152cm or 5ft). 

• In the UK, 19-year-old boys had an average height of 178.2cm (5ft 10in), and girls 
163.9cm (5ft 5in). 

• The largest improvements in the average height for children over the last 35 years were 
seen in China and South Korea. 

• But in many countries in sub-Saharan Africa, average heights remained unchanged or 
reduced since 1985. 

Healthy weight gains 
The study also looked at children's BMI, a measure that helps indicate whether a 
person is a healthy weight for their height. 
 
Researchers found older teenagers with the largest BMI lived in the Pacific Islands, 
Middle East, USA and New Zealand. 
 
Meanwhile 19-year-olds with the lowest BMI lived in South Asian countries such 
as India and Bangladesh. 
 
The researchers estimate broadly that the difference between countries with the 
lowest and highest BMIs in the study was equivalent to about 25kg (55lb). 

 

 
 

In some countries children reached a healthy BMI at the age of five, but were likely 
to become overweight by the time they were 19. 
 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/health-43895508
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While researchers acknowledge that genetics play an important part in individual 
children's height and weight, they say when it comes to the health of entire 
populations, nutrition and the environment are key. 
 
They also argue that global nutrition policies overwhelmingly focus on under-
fives, but suggest their study shows more attention needs to be paid to the growth 
patterns of older children. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Free school meals 
Dr Andrea Rodriguez Martinez from Imperial College London, one of the lead 
researchers, said healthy weights and heights in childhood and adolescence have 
lifelong benefits for people's wellbeing. 
 
She said: "Our findings should motivate policies that increase the availability and 
reduce the cost of nutritious foods, as this will help children grow taller without 
gaining excess weight for their height. 
 
"These initiatives include food vouchers towards nutritious foods for low-income 
families, and free healthy school meals." 
 
Meanwhile, Prof Alan Dangour, from the London School of Hygiene and Tropical 
Medicine, said it was a unique and powerful analysis. 
 
He added: "For the first time, this global analysis has focused on the growth of 
school-aged children and adolescents, and identifies that governments around 
the world are not doing enough to ensure that children enter adulthood in good 
health." 
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Questions… 
 
What reason is there to think that poor diet is the cause of 
height differences? 
 
What other factors could be responsible for such height 
differences? 
 
What changes does the article suggest should be made to 
global nutrition policies and why? 
 
What role do free healthy school meals in improving 
children’s diet? 

 

 

Books, Podcasts & Websites for Health & Social 
Care 

 

Books 

BTEC Level 3 National Health and Social Care: Student Book 1 - Level 3 
BTEC National Health and Social Care (Paperback) Beryl Stretch, Mary 
Whitehouse, Neil Moonie, Carolyn Aldworth , Marilyn Billingham, Hilary 
Talman 

 

Core Themes Health & Social Care Neil Moonie, Lynda Mason, Beryl Stretch 

 
Podcasts 
 
Made of Stronger Stuff 
Our bodies reflect change in the world around us. Psychologist Kimberley Wilson 
and Dr Xand Van Tulleken as – one body part at a time – how much control do 
we have? 

Health Check 
Health issues and medical breakthroughs from around the world 

The Daily Nurse 

https://www.waterstones.com/author/beryl-stretch/451962
https://www.waterstones.com/author/mary-whitehouse/451963
https://www.waterstones.com/author/mary-whitehouse/451963
https://www.waterstones.com/author/neil-moonie/451965
https://www.waterstones.com/author/carolyn-aldworth/451966
https://www.waterstones.com/author/marilyn-billingham/319540
https://www.waterstones.com/author/hilary-talman/451969
https://www.waterstones.com/author/hilary-talman/451969
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Created by nurses, which means that you will receive only first-hand stories. It has 
been designed to delve deeper into new topics in the industry, helping others to 
gain a better understanding of what issue they may be faced with. This involves 
everything from how new policies may alter the way that you care for patients, to 
helpful advice for those in the first stages of their career. 

Birthful Podcast 
Pregnant people get bombarded with all sorts of advice on maternity: a lot of it 
unsolicited, and often outdated or just plain incorrect. In the Birthful Podcast, host 
Adriana Lozada talks with pregnancy, birth, and postpartum experts every 
Wednesday to distil that information down to the relevant stuff. Tune in and you 
could think of them as your own specialized team of birth pros. 

 

Websites 

https://www.nhs.uk/ 

https://www.evidence.nhs.uk/ 

https://www.who.int/en/ 

 

https://www.nhs.uk/
https://www.evidence.nhs.uk/
https://www.who.int/en/
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