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Household Food Insecurity and Early
Childhood Development in Ghana

Abstract
Household food security, defined as stable access to sufficient and nutritious food, is critical
in the early years to meet a child’s developmental needs. In Ghana, researchers used
longitudinal data on preschool-aged children and their households to investigate how
household food insecurity was associated with early childhood development outcomes across
three years. Children that experienced spells of household food insecurity, had lower literacy,
numeracy and short-term memory on average.

Policy Issue
Household food security, defined as stable access to sufficient and nutritious food, is critical
in the early years to meet a child’s developmental needs. The preschool years are a period of
rapid growth in cognitive, social, and emotional skills, and a sensitive period for a child’s
development. Food insecurity and malnutrition during early childhood can have detrimental
long-term and intergenerational effects on health, education, and income later in life. 

The burden of food insecurity is large in Sub-Saharan Africa, yet evidence on the relationship
between household food insecurity and early childhood development in this context is
limited, though food insecurity is widespread. Understanding if food insecurity is associated
with child development during preschool and the first years of primary school may have
important implications for how early childhood educational services are structured, such as
providing school feeding or other nutritional services alongside educational inputs. Food
insecurity can come in short-term transitory spells or be persistent. This project contributes
to the literature by investigating long-term relationships between household food insecurity
and early childhood development in lower primary school.

Context of the Evaluation
In Ghana, as many as 1.2 million people are food insecure, and an additional two million
people are considered extremely vulnerable to food insecurity.1 Furthermore, one-quarter of
children under-five are chronically malnourished.2 With regards to child development, recent
estimates suggest that one-third of three- and four-year-old children in Ghana do not meet
basic developmental milestones, including following directions, working independently,
avoiding distraction, getting along with others, and avoiding aggression.3 Yet, little research
has examined how indicators of socioeconomic status and food insecurity are associated with
these outcomes.



Details of the Intervention
[Note: This study is not a randomized controlled trial.]

Researchers used longitudinal data on preschool-aged children and their households in
Ghana to investigate how being in a food insecure household was associated with early
childhood development outcomes across three years. Data from this study came from
the Quality Preschool for Ghana project, an impact evaluation of a teacher in-service training
and parental awareness program in six districts in the Greater Accra Region. The data used
for this study were collected at three time points: September 2015, May 2017, and May
2018. 

Child development was measured across literacy, numeracy, social-emotional, short-term
memory, and self-regulation domains using the Early Grade Reading Assessment (EGRA) and
the International Development and Early Learning Assessment (IDELA). Children’s caregivers
were also surveyed to measure household food insecurity using the Household Hunger Scale
(HHS). 

Results and Policy Lessons
Overall, children that experienced spells of household food insecurity, had, on average, lower
literacy, numeracy, and short-term memory. 

Approximately 84 percent of children were never food insecure at home, while 13 percent of
children experienced transitory spells of food insecurity (once during the three waves) and 3
percent of children experienced persistent food insecurity (two or three times during the
three waves). 

Both transitory and persistent food insecurity had negative impacts on early childhood
development. Transitory spells of food insecurity resulted in decreased numeracy, short-term
memory, and self-regulation. Children residing in persistently food insecure households,
meanwhile, had lower literacy scores. 

This evidence shows that even transitory spells of food insecurity can have longer-term
negative implications on child development and highlights the need for multi-sectoral
approaches including social protection and nutrition to support early child development.
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