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Abstract 

Child undernutrition, including micronutrient deficiency, is widespread in many parts of the 

developing world. Low dietary diversity is a major source of this problem. This occurs where 

diets are predominantly based on starchy staples with few fruits, vegetables and animal-sourced 

foods. Improving children’s diets is therefore an important step towards solving the nutrition 

problem in low-income settings and reducing its debilitating symptoms such as stunting.  

 

Despite the importance that nutritionists attach to early childhood dietary diversification, very 

little research has focused on the key question of how dietary diversification can be accelerated. 

Chapter 1 reviews an extensive multi-disciplinary literature on dietary diversification that 

nevertheless fails to systematically address the multidimensional drivers of diversification, 

particularly in low-income settings. This thesis aims to fill this knowledge gap by investigating 

factors that drive dietary diversification at a national level (Chapter 2) and at an individual child 

level (Chapter 3). Chapter 4 sheds light on the nutritional impacts of dietary diversification 

specifically in the context of dairy, a food group widely perceived to be especially critical for 

child growth (Chapter 4).  

 

Chapter 2 of the thesis investigates the economic, social and agro-ecological indicators that drive 

dietary diversification of national food supplies (DFS) over time across countries and regions. 

The traditional economic view, stemming from Bennett (1944), is that economic growth is the 

major driver of the diversification of food supplies, but meso- and micro-level work point to 

many other drivers, and to potential agro-ecological constraints to diversification. This chapter 

addresses those questions through a cross-country analysis linking a simple measure of diversity 

of food supply (the share of calories supplied by non-staple foods) with various economic, social 
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and agro-ecological indicators. Using panel regression models, the analysis shows that while 

economic growth and other indicators of structural transformation (urbanisation and demographic 

change) explain changes in DFS within countries, time-invariant agro-ecological indicators also 

are significantly associated with DFS. In short, broader structural transformation processes do 

appear to drive diversification, but some countries face retarded diversification because of 

specific agro-ecological constraints as well.  

 

In contrast to the global view on diversification in Chapter 2, Chapter 3 investigates the 

determinants of child dietary diversity specifically among pre-school children. Pre-schoolers are 

a crucial demographic, because most growth faltering occurs between 6 and 23 months of age. 

This chapter tests the various hypotheses emerging from the economics and nutrition literature by 

linking Demographic and Health Survey (DHS) data on child dietary diversity to household 

socioeconomic characteristics with community level indicators of climate and infrastructure. 

Using non-parametric and parametric regression models, the findings uncover strong support for 

linear effects of household wealth (again, in keeping with Bennett’s Law) but also large and 

nonlinear associations with parental education, access to health services, infrastructure and 

climate, and modest associations with an indicator of women’s empowerment.  

 

Chapter 4 tests the importance of cow ownership for child growth in rural Bangladesh. Bangladesh 

is a country with unusually low levels of milk consumption by international standards and very 

high rates of undernutrition. Unlike previous papers in the literature, this chapter introduces a novel 

placebo test by distinguishing between lactating dairy cows that have produced milk over the past 

12 months and those that have not. Using a rich nationally representative rural household survey, 
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the results show a robust positive association between ownership of lactating cows and child 

growth among young children (6-23 months). The empirical analysis also reveals an unusual 

positive association between ownership of lactating cows and wasting, and some evidence that 

household dairy production is associated with reduced rates of breastfeeding in the first 12 months 

of life. In short, the apparent linear growth benefits of increased household milk availability are 

qualified by adverse breastfeeding outcomes and a disconcerting association with child wasting. 

Efforts to promote increased dairy consumption arguably should be accompanied by interventions 

to improve nutritional knowledge and emphasize exclusive breastfeeding in early life. 

 

The findings of this thesis have important implications for food and nutrition strategies that aspire 

to accelerate dietary diversification. Chapter 5 points to the results providing evidence that the 

impact of economic growth on dietary diversification is moderately strong; growth alone would 

yield only modest diversification without accompanying improvements in parental education, 

health infrastructure, physical infrastructure and broader demographic transformations. 

Reassuringly for the nutritionists, the results often suggest that nutritional knowledge may indeed 

be a critical determinant of dietary diversity, and one partly shaped by exposure to formal education 

and basic health services. However, more research is needed to determine how best to improve 

nutritional knowledge cost-effectively, and at scale. The demonstrated importance of agro-climatic 

and infrastructural constraints also provides support for the separability hypothesis. Resolving the 

problem of poor diets, especially in rural areas, will likely require significant investments in making 

markets more effective in delivering a diverse and affordable array of foods. More research is 

needed to determine how much more of such specific investments are needed to improve rural diets 

in particular settings. 
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