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Abstract

Background: Remittance income is rising rapidly in most low- and middle-income countries. Despite
nutrition being a key policy priority for health and development, we know little about the effect of
remittance income on diets and nutrition.

Objective: To identify the effect of remittance income on nutrition.

Method: Systematic review of English-language studies providing information on the impact of
remittances on food consumption, food expenditure, or measures of nutritional status, using a nar-
rative synthesis approach for analysis. We searched the English-language published and gray literature
using key words “remittances,” “nutrition,” and “diets.”

Results: This systematic review identified 20 studies that examined the effect of remittance income on
food consumption, dietary intake, and nutritional status, 2 of which were qualitative studies. Overall,
the quality of the studies was weak to moderate. These studies show that remittances can increase
access to (purchased) food and may have a consumption smoothing effect, reducing households’
vulnerability and leading to improved food security and reductions in underweight. However, remit-
tances appear to have little effect on markers of chronic undernourishment. The studies also suggest
that the extra income from remittances may compound trends toward purchasing less healthy
(nontraditional) foods that are associated with the nutrition transition.

Conclusion: There is an urgent need for further research on the effect of remittances on nutrition
and diets, with remittance income forecast to rise rapidly into the future. Programs to ensure that
those households receiving remittances move beyond just meeting sufficient calories and improve
dietary quality could create nutritional benefits.
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Introduction

The increased movement of people associated
with globalization means that remittance income
(income from absent household members work-
ing domestically or internationally) is becoming a
significant source of income in many low- and
middle-income countries (LMIC). In 2012, offi-
cially recorded international remittance that
flows to developing countries reached an esti-
mated US$401 billion and are expected to
continue to increase at over 8% per annum.'
Remittance income comprised a quarter to half
of gross domestic product (GDP) for the highest
remittance receiving countries in 2011: Tajikistan
(47%), Liberia (31%), the Kyrgyz Republic
(29%), and Lesotho (27%)." The effect of remit-
tances on health and development is contested.>™
Some argue that the household-level labor force
reductions associated with migration, the unsus-
tainable nature of remittance income, and the
potential for “public moral hazard” (in which
governments neglect traditional responsibilities
for health and development) outweigh any bene-
fits.” However, scholars increasingly point to the
benefits of enhanced economic growth, poverty
reduction, risk mitigation, and shock reduction
that come with external income.** The Bill and
Melinda Gates Foundation recently recom-
mended that the G20 improves the ease of remit-
ting funds to improve health and development.’

Despite this, we know little about how remit-
tance income is perceived and used in relation to
food consumption and, more specifically, its
effect on dietary patterns. Understanding the pos-
sible impact of remittances on nutrition is impor-
tant, given global concern about poor nutrition in
the context of health and development.® The glo-
bal volume of remittance income and its continu-
ing high rate of increase mean that public health
nutritionists need a better understanding of the
implications for population nutrition. One area
of particular concern is the possibility that remit-
tances may interact with the emerging dual bur-
den of malnutrition—the growing prevalence of
coexisting under- and overnutrition in many
LMIC.

However, in most studies that consider the effect
of income on consumption, total consumption is

aggregated; conversely, in studies that consider
the effect of income on health, total income is
often aggregated, so it is not possible to discern
the role of remitted income. Based on existing
knowledge of relevant factors affecting food con-
sumption and nutritional status,'®* it is likely that
remittances primarily affect nutrition through
their effect on total household income and expen-
diture—which includes expenditure on food
(Figure 1). We identified 3 relevant outcome mea-
sures as food expenditure (the first point of effect
of remittance income on nutrition-related deci-
sions), food consumption, and nutrition-related
anthropometry (measures of body weight and
height, with the main composite indicators being
stunting [chronic undernutrition]), wasting [acute
undernutrition], and body mass index [undernutri-
tion and overweight]). It is possible that remit-
tance income is used no differently to any other
source of income with respect to food purchase
and consumption; however, remittance income
may be directed by the remitter for specific uses'>
and is generally not a consistent or reliable source
ofincome.'® As such, it may be perceived and used
differently to other sources of income. There may
also be gendered influences on the use of remit-
tance income.

The effect of remittances on nutrition is tightly
interwoven with other dimensions of migration
(Figure 1), such as the introduction of new atti-
tudes and knowledge by returning migrants, and
the absence of household members in relation to
child care and food production.!” Because remit-
tance income is the result of an absent adult house-
hold member—potentially an agricultural worker
and/or carer—it may thus contribute to a shift in
consumption from home-grown to purchased food
due to both labor force and additional income
effects.!’ However, despite a significant literature
on the effects of migration on nutrition,'” the effect
of migration on nutrition via remittances specifi-
cally is still only hypothesized and may have both
positive and negative effects. In this review, we
focus solely on the evidence for the effect of remit-
tances on diets and nutrition, in order to unpack
these possible effects and the pathways.

Policy and program decision makers need to
be enabled to consider remittances in developing
effective public health nutrition interventions.
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Figure |. Probable pathways for the effect of remittal

This systematic review of the impact of remit-
tances on nutrition represents a first step toward
improved understanding of the role of remit-
tances in population nutrition and potential
opportunities to support improved nutrition in the
context of rising remittances.

Review Method

The authors based the systematic review on stan-
dard Cochrane systematic review methods.'® The
strengths of this approach for health-focused sys-
tematic reviews are its use of prespecified elig-
ibility criteria in order to address a specific
research question, and its aim to minimize bias
using explicit, systematic methods. The review
was designed to answer the question: “What is
the effect of remittances on nutrition?”” Inclusion
criteria for this review were studies using specific
data on remittance income; studies explicitly pro-
viding information on the impact of remittances
specifically on aspects of food consumption, food
expenditure, or on measures of nutritional status;

nces on nutrition.

and studies reported in English. There were no
inclusion criteria based on date or on methodol-
ogy, such as study type or quality.

Search terms were “remittance and nutrition”
and “remittance and diet” and were applied in
subject-relevant academic databases in November
2012. The search strategy was defined with high
sensitivity but low specificity using broad terms
such as “diet” and “nutrition” to capture as much
relevant literature as possible. Each database was
searched by 2 authors independently, and
the search results were compiled using Endnote
(© 2014 Thomson Reuters). In May 2013, after
preliminary analysis, the authors included gray lit-
erature searches, in particular, to investigate aca-
demic reports by the World Bank and the
International Food Policy Research Institute
(IFPRI) as institutes with recognized expertise in
the area, which publish high-quality reports. The
authors used the same search strategy for Google
Scholar, which indexes World Bank reports
(reviewing the first 20 pages or 200 titles from
each search), and the IFPRI e-library.
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The search strategy yielded a total of 1151
academic articles and reports: PubMed (6), Web
of Science (23), AGRIS (12), Proquest Social
Sciences (552), CAB Abstracts (28), EconLit
(6), SCOPUS (209), Science Direct (82), Google
Scholar (58), and the IFPRI e-library (175).
(Note that these numbers exclude duplicates
within each database but retain duplicates across
databases).

Five hundred and thirty-nine articles were
excluded as duplicates, leaving 612 for title
review (Figure 2). A further 388 articles were
excluded on the basis of title, mainly articles
addressing nutrition in the remittance of cancer,
including 6 articles not published in English.
This left 224 papers for abstract review, of
which 73 papers met criteria for full text review.
Excluded papers mainly addressed either remit-
tances or nutrition and addressed the other
aspect tangentially or in passing. Fifty-three of
these papers were excluded based on full text
review, most because they did not include spe-
cific data regarding the effects of remittances
separately to the effects of migration, leaving
20 papers for inclusion.

The authors used a narrative synthesis
approach to analyzing the findings of the paper,
given the diversity of studies.'” This approach
allows for review of diverse study types and
involves describing the findings of an analysis
or review using an integrated critical perspective.
We also assessed study quality using the criteria
from 2 study assessment checklists: the Effective
Public Health Practice Project Quality Assess-
ment Tool for Quantitative Studies®® and the
Critical Appraisal Skills Programme (CASP)
Qualitative Checklist.*'

Results

The systematic review generated 20 studies, from
Latin America (9), Africa (3), Asia (5), and
Eastern Europe (3). Four studies were based on
data from Mexico,2?2% 3 from Nepal,lf”zf”27 and 2
from Ecuador.?®*?° The remaining studies are
from Nigeria,30 Kenya,31 Mali,32 Jamaica,33 El
Salvador,** Guatemala,” Philippines,36 Indone-
sia,>” Moldova,*® Bosnia Herzegovina,39 and the
Ukraine.'> Nepal and Moldova received the

612 articles potentially
relevant on the basis of

search (excluding
duplicates)

388 excluded on the basis of
title (most because they
reported on remittance of

A4 S cancer and diet/nutrition)
224 retrieved for abstract ~
review 151 excluded on the basis of
abstract review (most because
they did not report original
research or were not relevant
to remittances) )

f53 excluded on the basis of fum

text review (most because they
did not report data on both

y

remittances and nutrition)
[ 20 studies included in ] - J

review

A

[73 retrieved for full text] -

review

Figure 2. Systematic review process.

highest remittances among these countries as a
proportion of GDP in 2012, both over 24%.%° El
Salvador, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Jamaica, and
Guatemala received remittances to the value of
10% to 20% of GDP, and the Philippines, Nigeria,
Mali, Ukraine, Kenya, Ecuador, Mexico, and
Indonesia less than 10%. The Philippines, Mex-
ico, and Nigeria received the highest absolute
amount of remittances, all receiving over
20 000 million in US dollar equivalent.

The study methodologies varied widely
(Table 1). Of the quantitative studies, 10 studies
used nationally representative household survey
data,!0-2%-23:26.28.29.33.35.38 6 of which was long-
itudinal.*® Four studies used panel survey data for
households,****3%37 3 used quantitative house-
hold (village-based) surveys,>****! 1 used a qua-
litative household (village-based) survey,?” and 1
used in-depth interviews with migrant families
and policy makers, nationally and abroad.'> All
but 3 of these studies were rated moderate
in terms of quality, with 3 studies rated as
weak®>31** (Table 2). The most robust modeled
analyses were those using multilevel, multivari-
ate, and instrumental variable models (see Table
1 for a list of studies). The strength of these stud-
ies is their ability to control for potential confoun-
ders arising from other common experiences at
the household (eg, Creighton et al** and Davis®”)
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and community (eg, Riosmena et al*?) level that
might affect food expenditure, consumption, and
nutrition, which include age, socioeconomic sta-
tus, and gender. In contrast, simpler regression
models, used by 4 reviewed studies, can be com-
promised by endogenous variables, which are
usually present in these kinds of data. However,
2 of these other models used panel data, which
enabled them to examine the impact of changing
remittances received by the same households at
2 time points.*” Of the 3 studies that only pro-
vided descriptive statistics, 2 used large nation-
ally representative data sets.'®*® The strength of
these data sets is their representativeness, and in
this context, descriptive statistics provide a useful
population-level overview of the relationship
between remittances and food expenditure. The
other, methodologically weak, study provided a
detailed assessment of household economic
expenditure, food consumptions, and anthropo-
metry for a specific rural population and thus
provides high-quality, nutrition-relevant data.*'
While the 2 qualitative studies included do not
provide a direct measure of impact, they are use-
ful for understanding household experiences and
describing possible pathways of impact. How-
ever, both these studies were rated as weak, meth-
odologically, largely due to the very limited
information given on study design (Table 2).
Based on the possible pathways of effect that
we identified (Figure 1), we report the findings of
the review according to effects on food expendi-
ture, food consumption, and nutrition-related
anthropometry. Eight studies assessed impacts
on food expenditure, 5 studies assessed impacts
on consumption (including quantitative measures
of food consumption and breast-feeding and qua-
litative measures of household decision making
and food consumption), and 11 studies assessed
impacts on anthropometric measures (height and
weight). Four studies examined more than 1 out-
come measure. Half the studies focused on chil-
dren’s nutrition: 9 anthropometric studies and 1
consumption study. A narrative summary of find-
ings is presented below, with statistical details to
be found in Table 3. To reduce repetition, we
highlight study quality throughout the findings,
only for studies rated methodologically weak.

Impact of Remittances on Food Expenditure

Two studies comparing nonremittance-receiving
households with those that receive remittance
income found that expenditure on food increases.
In Indonesia, based on panel data, Adams and
Cuecuecha found that households receiving
remittances spent 8.5% more on foods than what
they would otherwise have spent.*” In Moldova,
using a nationally representative survey, a United
Nations Children’s Fund study found that
monthly expenditure on food per person in fam-
ilies with children that receive remittances
doubled.*®

Three studies found that food expenditure was
unchanged by remittances. Quisumbing and
McNiven found in the Philippines that remittance
income increased total expenditure significantly
but not food expenditure.>® However, a study
from Mali found that although food expenditure
did not increase, consumption of food was better
insured in households with remittance income,
suggesting that remittances can ‘“‘smooth” con-
sumption by acting as an additional income
source that reduces the effect of household
shocks; for example, reduced income, unexpected
expenses, or price increases.>> One study in Ecua-
dor found that remittances increased health
expenditures, suggesting that remittances can
assist households in responding to adverse
events.?®

Two studies found that remittances were asso-
ciated with a decrease in the proportion of income
devoted to food, which is consistent with eco-
nomic theory suggesting that as total income
rises, a decreasing proportion will be spent on
food (as an essential good). In rural Mexico,
Kaiser and Dewey found that remittance income
was negatively associated with the percentage of
total income allocated to foods in winter and also
with the percentage of food budget allocated to
traditional foods in winter.?* In contrast, remit-
tance income was positively associated with
luxury food purchase in winter. In Nepal, based
on the National Living Standards Survey, the pro-
portion of household expenditure devoted to food
fell by 38.9 percentage points on average, holding
all else constant, when an additional 100 000
Rupees (approximately 1000 USD) in remittances



(panunuo>)

13

*3wodul pjoyasnoy
a3eJane ey Ajrewixoadde juasaudaa seoueniway

|awodul Jo %9 ~
= $£9 87/1 19| = SWODU| UBSW /SDUBNIWSI UBS|

SWIN|OA 10U ou/sak asn

9|qelJeA Ou/sa A

Jeakended uad ge$SN> @NJBA (2007 U %067 PU®
000 Ul seuanmipuadxs HH [e103 Jo %0°97 JuasaJdau
saoueNIWal ‘(%€ ~) sadueIWad SUIAIRdAI HH J04

*(50° e ueduBIs) g/ | 0—s402s ZH (8¢ jo

SJB3K) £ JOpUN pUB PAAIDDAI SIDUBNIIWSI USDIMID]

UONER.1I0d ‘HH JUBJISILLIUOU 4O} SUONBIASP

PJepUEIS G8}'() SA JUBJSIW IO} SUONBIASP PJepuels

19T°0 s! s2400s (a8 oy 3ydiay) ZvH ut sulPaQ 8007 JOpEA[ES |3
‘(aueoyiudisuou) Sunsem
ssa| ‘(auedyiudisuou) ydiomaapun ss9| ‘(50"
e Juedyiusis [¢G 7 = uoneiaep pJepuels] 47| 0—
sA [65°7 = uoneinap p.epuers] 7660 ZVH)
Sununis ssa| (50" 2& auedyIuBIs [7°g = uoneiAsp
pJepuels] £'G7 SA [g'8 = UOneIASP pJepuess]
Aep/3w §°77) 49431y Apuedyiuds si Alddns
uout (|0 e 3uedudis [g7/ = UoneIASp pJepuels]
€267 sA [£69 = uoneiasp p.aepuels] 7947) satiofed
aJow Apuedyiudis aWNsuod :spjoyasnoy SulAldda.
9DUENIWAIUOU SA SP|oyasnoy SUIAIdIaJ SdUENIWDY
-a3e Joj 1ySivy uo 1d9y°
oN (10" > d ‘070 40443 pJaepueis) s3e.JaA. UO (09°(
Aq 2.402s-Z 9sBAJOU] SAOUBNIWA 8. J0) JYSIDAA
(10" > d ‘€70 40J44d pJepurls) aSeuaAe uo /°Q
AqQ 2.402s-Z 3sBa.IDUI SROUBNIWAI IYSIBY J0) IYSIDAA
(88°0-8+0
:[EAISIUI DOUSPHUOD %G4) §9°0 = (dnoud sdusuayeu
se sadueNIWaJ SUIAI9DAI BSOYI YIIM) oled SPPO
(6600° = d) ¥T'S = PEOJGE WO S9dUBRIWSI
SAI923. pIp 78Ul SP|oYyasnoy Ul ‘9G'y, = peo.qe
WO.y S9OUBIIWS. DAI9ID. 10U PIP IBYL SP|oyashoy
ut (syauow) SulpasjIsea.q JO UONBIND UBSD|
£00T Ul %0°6C pue
0007 u! sauniipuadxa HH [103 Jo %097 2uasaidau
S9DUBNIWR (%€ ~ ) S9oUBIIWS SUIAIDIR
HH 404 01" > d “(T£'1) 9%'8 = d4nmpuadxd
POO} UO S2DUEBNIIWS JO SID3YD JUBWIEBIN dFeUdAY /00T PUB 000T

2185

900¢ eiem)| ‘L3I

900T Jopend3

1661-¥66]  BUIAOSSZJISH EIUSOY

BISSUOPU|

4¢(1107) mneag aQ

0(0107) @punieqeg

«2(0107) uowuy

¢(0107) uoss.iapuy

,6(0107) swepy

awoduU| HH Jo 93e1USdU9 B SE S9dUBNIWSY

sawodNnQ [ednsnels  Apnig Jo Jes | Anuno)

(4eap) Joyany
18414 ‘Jadey

“Joyane Aq ‘s3uipuy Apnis jo Auewwng g ajqe |



(panunuod)

‘(uswAojdwa
u31a.0y Ul spjoyssnoy 1o} %09) awoduj pjoyasnoy
JO %S O 93eJ9AR UB S3INIISUOD SWODUI BDUBINWDY

'859SN sd2uenIwal AlJeak ues

SOOUEBNIWAJ [9AS]-AAUNWIWOD)

SWIN|OA 10U ouysak asn

[€20] Ul JUSWIISAAU| SPJEMO) UIIDUOD SSI| dARY
pue uondwnsuod joyodje ur 3uidnpul 8q 031 puno}
9J49M AwLie UBIpUl-Xd JO ysilug-xd " 89 -
sJa3e||IA Suowe uis13ed uondwinsuod JuaIYIp Ul
pa3|nsaJ sey Ajlwe) ay3 Ul SUIWOD SWOdU| paIIWRY

Swa)| pooy JaYylo Anq 03 SWODdU| DUEBIIWA

ay3 uo Aouspuadap paseauoul pue Ajandnpoud
uo 10edwi 9sJaApE sey - * ae||IA SYl Ul US.IBq
PUE| JO JUNOWE dY3 SE [|]9M SE Unoqe| jo d3erIoys
u| payjnsaJ sey uopnesdiw sa|dosd " swal pooy
SNONIIINU SWNSUOD O3 Spjoyasnoy ay3 padednodud
sey uoneJdiw jo ssadoud -+ [Aundas pooy uo]
s1oedwi aAneSau pue aAnisod Yloq sey uone.siw
swa)1 pooy yunl uo Asuow aiow puads Ajiwey
syues3jw Jo uaJp|iyd ssa2o® dde| [Aaya] anq
S)INJy PUB JeaW dje] 03 Wyl 35eUnodUd siaquaw
Ajiwey pajeJdiw s3ppId pue ueagedos ‘oreiod
pa|ioq ‘©zrew aje1 As3y3 awnAep aya ut ajiym ‘dppid
‘as|nd ‘2214 383 Ajjensn Aay3 Sujusaas pue Sujudol

"A|qeaou padueyd jou sey uas1red uondwnsuod pood,

‘ydiomaspun

Ajp4aA8s Buraq plIy> pulyaq ya| & Jo pooy!|ay|
33 Ul SUIP3P %6°T| B YUM PIIEB[D.IIOD SEM
ployasnoy aya Aq paAIdad 00 | $SN A49A7 Bunsem
9J9A9s 10 Sunsem ‘SunuNIS 949AIS 40 3ulIUNIS YIIM

Pa1€[2.4J02 J0U SIDUBIIWA ‘€> Pade ualp|iyd Jo4

“I'>d £18°0 = (sployasnoy %g'S|)

3|n.renb y1noy 150" > d ‘869°0 = (sployasnoy
%S) 3IR4enb P 150" > 4 ‘T90 = U0
(sployasnoy jo % /47 SedUEINWRL SUlARID
ueaw) 3jnJenb puodas :asaqoaydiamiano

01 Sujuonisue.l Yum pazeosse AjpAnisod 000z

ul seouenjwaJ SulAIedad spoysshoy jo uondodo.y

(auedyuBisuou ‘g¢°Q Jodua paepuels) 7670 :(oned

sppo) a8e 4o} 1ySIaY Uo SedUEBNIWA. JO 1239 12341

€10¢

000¢

900¢-200¢

9661

[edaN ,2(€£107) BodARQ

e[ewalens) (€£107) sieq

02Ix3 (1107) uoaydmus

eorewe|  (#007) Mul|-23u0.g

3WodU| HH jo 93e1Ud.9d B SE SIdUEN|WRY

SaWo2INQ [edNsneIS

Apmsg jo Jea |

Anuno) (4ea\) Joyany

38414 ‘Jadey

(ponunuod) *¢ a|qe

14



(panunuod)

%17-¥1 HH ueqJn Joj aJeys {(uoidau

Aq salIeA) %GZ-€| = dWOodul HH [ednJ jo dJeyg

'S9OUBNIWAI PaAIRdad HH d|dwes jJo % |9 {(dwodul
ueaw 2730483k /sedoueniwad uesw 21e8a.433e) %t

paiels 10N

SWIN|OA 10U ou/sak asn

S9OUENIWAJ INOYIIM 3SOYL UeYl aJow s| Sununis

Jo 9duseAsud By ‘seduBNIWRI YUM Spjoyasnoy

papeay-s[ew u| ‘sadejusdtad  9J9ASS, a3

Ul 92USIBYIp ou st 34aYL (%S°I | SA %6°01) 53| S!

Sunsem pue (%7’ | € SA %T°97) SS9 ! ySemaapun

“(%1°9% SA %9°0F) S9OUEIWSI INOYIIM BSOD

ueys ssaj si 3upums Jo sdusfeAad sy ‘seduenIWL.

YIIM SP|OYSSNOY papeay-3[ewa) Uf s1S0d

uondwnsuod pooyj Aep-01-Aep 1aA0d 03 A|liewiad

S9dUBIIWAJ pash spjoyasnoy jo %0/ “(y78¢)

aul| A1u9A0d pooy mojaq asoyl 4oy ueyl aJow

Apuesyiudis aui A1u9A0d pooy aAaoqe spjoyasnoy
Aq paAi@2au ddueniwa. elided Jad jenuue adeioAy

J91um aya 3ulinp spooy Aunxn| jo

aseydJnd o3 pajejaJ A[9AnIsod sem awodul Jue.Siw

182 1dodxa swes |[e ‘Dwodul 4o} 3ul|joIuod

unu uolssaJdal uaym (10" > 4 ‘[£2°€] 2°6-)

J31UIM Ul SPOO) [BuOnIpE.I] 01 Pa1EdO|[e 193pNng

poojy jo adejuaduad syl yaim pajerdosse AjaAnesau

sjueJSiw woJy swodul [e301 jo uondodouad

(10" > d ‘[££°€] 8'6—) 423uIm Ul sPOO) 01 pated0|[E

awoodul jo a3euadiad syl Yam pajerdosse
AjPAne3au sjueJSiw wouy swodul [e3103 Jo uondodoud

(sa1qeraeA

[ed1pawolq pue d1ydesSowspold0s 10j |0IU0d

b ‘€ ‘T siPpow) (10" > d) 850 = ¥ 19Pow (10" > d)

6£5°0 = € 19PoW (10" > d) SES°0 = T I9PoW (|0’

>d) 9/5°0 = | |9pow :(one. Sppo) IYSIBMILIG MO

Jo pooyiayji uo (HH uesdiwuou o3 pasedwod)
SSOUEBNIWAJ UM SP|OYasnoy UBJSIW JO 10947

. uoneonpa

pue pooy ul Sulpuads sJow d4aM sjueISIW

sa1.13unod-4nd 3j1ym uondnpoud [eamynoLige

1102-010C

9861

L661

5(€107)
$J13s13e3g JO neaung

[eJ2USD) ‘UoISSILIWOD

ledaN Suluuelq [euoneN

02Ix3| [edny 42(1661) Josie)|

02IX3 £2(T007) >luely

SWodU| HH jo 93e1Ud.9d B SE SdUEN|WRY

sawo2NQ [edNnsnels  Apng Jo Jes )

Anuno) (4eap) Joyany

8414 ‘4adeq

(penunuod) *g a|qe L

15



(panunuod)

'sa|nuadJad Yige

PUB Y3G/ DYl I8 dNJ) S| 9SJ9A3J B3 ‘Uones3iwino
Suimo||oy saseaudul (ueipaw) ajnuadaad Yipg pue
Y357 2ys e uondwinsuod poojuou pue pooy yioq
‘sployasnoy jueJ3iw uey3 dsii uondwnsuod pooy
Isure8e paJnsul 49139q 9q 03 Jeadde spjoyssnoy
Juea3iwuou ‘U9AdMOH (|0 > 4 2B JuedyIusis
som3e| [91°1] TSH/[LT 1] 66°1) seauEIIWRL

sn|d sawodu| ‘spooy a|dels wouy sariofed Apjeam
|e301 :9|qelJBA Juspuadap) 109y8 Sulyroows
uondwnsuod & d9ABY 0} WIS SIDUBIIWA

aJaym ‘uondwnsuod d1iojed pooy a|dels

uo sadUEIWAI snjd SWODUI JO 10943 0§ SISIDAI
pua.sa ay] ‘(10" > 4 & uedyusis e queidiwuou
104 [£0°0] S1°0/[£0°0] 6070 SA seOUEIWRY

snid swosur 4oy [£0°0] £2'0/[90°0] ¥T'0

SA AJuo awodul yum spjoyasnoy aueadiw 4oy [£0°0]
82°0/[90°0] 570 :uondwnsuod pooy ApPam [e201
So| [eamyeu = 3|qelIeA Juspuadap) spjoyasnoy
%67 UBIpaW ‘yee ueaw ((HH  3ueJ3iw jo eyl Ueyl paJnsul u9139q 3q 03 sueadde

ueJSiw) swoodul [e10) jo 98eIuadJad se seoueniwey  SPjoyasnoy ueaSiwuou Joj pooy jo uondwnsuod  9007-L66 | el 2(1107) spetad
uondwnsuod pooy Jo ‘uondwnsuod [essuss

SWN|OA 10U OU/saA s ySiomuapun ‘Sunnunis uo 139y JuediIudls oN 9007 Jopendg gz(1107) @2uog
@yr F

8'€S SAW 1T F TH9 uondwnsuod swoy Joj pasn

sdo.> pooy jo %) swoy 4oy uondnpoud [eanijndLide

SJow 9ARYy SHH papesy 9ely "Aep Jad pswnsuod

Spooy (ewa)) 6’| F §'9 sA (dew) | F

6°'G 49y81y Ausaaalp Lrelaip (OHD pue ‘g ‘uiroud

‘A343Us) SHH PopESY-3[ewWs) 01 SSdUEBNIWA.

sa|nusdJad swodul ssoude spjoyasnoy auedyiudis sudssp spjoyssnoy papesy-s[ewsy
papeay-sewsa} Ul swodul Jo jjey Aj1ewixoaddy sA -s[ew JO SNJBIS [BUONIIINU USDMIDG SDUIBYIP ON 8861 eAUDY| 1e(P661) 03uedug

(%L°91 SA %0°S 1) s3] s BUnSEM PUE (%9'p€

SA %}’ L€) @J0W SI IYSIPMIBPUN (%E b SA %9'LF)

SWodU| HH jo 93e1U92.3d ©B SE SIOUEIWDY SSW02INQ [e21sNEIS  ApNIS JO Jea A Anunod (4eo ) Joyany
18414 ‘Jadey

(ponunuod) *¢ a|qe

16



'SPOY3SNOY ‘HH {pung S,USIP|IYD SUCHEN P3UUN ‘4IDINN SUOHEIASIGQY

(uaappy>
INOYIIM S3l[IWey JO %9¢ Joj an.al) 193pnq Ajiwey
32 JO %0G UBYI S4OW PaINIISUOD SIIUEBIIIWD.

‘s4ea4 g|-( PaBe US.p|Iy> Yatm HH JO %S Ul

(feuasaul) 9/-%¢ pue (jeuds1xa) swooul

HH ®aded uad [enuue uesw Jo %g-%9 puno.Je—ijews

Amwucmuu_rcmv.._ [PEUVEREN]

AIUNWWOD JO %g'{) SPIUBNIWSI [9A3] AJUNWWOD)

sosad G/ | | UeaW ‘SEOUBNIWAI PAAISIAI HH JO %79

S9dUENIWSJ paAladaJd w_n__.t.mm Yyl

JO %/ T AJUO ‘%8 = SSDUEIUWSI UBSW/3WODUI UBS||

S9OUENIWAJ INOYIM (g 01 patedwiod
$6| = SOOUBIWSI DAI9ID JBYI USJP|IYD YIM
sal[iwey ul uosJad Jad 19] ul sunipuadxa Ajyauol|
« 219 "*° pooj uo
saumypuadxa uondwnsuod 95uslsisqns diseq ay3
J0J SUBSW 94NJ3s 01 pulyaq Ys| siaquisw Ajiwey
Suijqeus ‘sp|oyasnoy [BUOIIBUSUB.II Ul UOIIBIAD|[R
Aanod ur ajod [epNJd & Aejd saduelnwal
‘%9T Aq
A1159q0 JO Sppo a3 sasea.dUl A1SUSIUl SdUBIWSI
Ul UOIEIASP P.JBPUEIS [BUONIPPE UE ‘USW
104 (%8~ ‘o) uoneiASp pJepuels | Aq sasea.dul
Aisusgul aduenwad s Aedpiunw 3yl uaym
%0°91 PUB %56 AQ 3SIJ [BWL.IOU 4O JySI9mIapun 03
dANE[a. 95990 J0 1YSI9MIDA0 Sk payisse|d 3ulaq jo
SPPO ‘USWOM 04 *| 0" > 4 I& JuBdIuBIs Ajuo 9saqo
‘| €0°0 PU®B |QQ°0 :UsW .0} iG0" > 4 3B JuBdYIUSIS
Yy10q ‘4|00 5990 pue (JU3IDIYS0D uoIssIZau)
T10°0 2YSISMIA0 01 :USWIOM ‘AIISUSIUI SOUBNIWDY
“(aueayiuBisuou) 9¢ || pooy ‘(uedyiudis /6| = 2)
658’8 @Jnmipuadxa [e10) :(S9|qelIeA [BIUSWINIISUL)
S9OUEBNIWA.J UO JU3DIYR07) “(3uedyiudisuou) 9|0
pooy ‘(3uedyiudis g7 = 1) §§9°7 4n3puadxa [e103
:(seJenbs 1ses| AJeUIPJO) S9OUBNIWSI UO JUSDIPS0D)
(000" = d) sorewsay
AQ poAI929J pUE JUSS SI S9OUBIIWS. Ul 000 00|
"dy [euonIppe Ue USYM QUBISUOD 35|3 ||B Sulp|oy
‘a8e.aAe uo sjuiod a3eruaduad ¢'ge Aq s|ej pooy
01 pa10Asp aJnmipuadxs pjoyssnoy jo uonaodouy

»

900¢

010¢-600¢

000¢

¥00¢/€00C

¥0/€00C
Pue 96/566|

BAOPI|OJ

auren|n

0DIX3

soulddijiyd

ledaN

g¢(8007) N2sadIpE|A

51(T102) erouodOISIO L

(2107) ruswsory

4(0107) Buiquinsind

5z(6007) 41N

3WodU| HH jo 93e1UdJ9d B SE SIdUEN|WY

saWwodINQ [edNsnelS

Apmg jo Jea \

Anuno)

(4ea)\) Joyany
38414 ‘yadeq

(ponunuod) *¢ a|qe

17



18

Food and Nutrition Bulletin

is sent and received by females.”® However, this
survey also showed that the average annual per
capita remittance income was significantly higher
for households above food poverty line than for
those below the food poverty line and that 70%
of households used remittances primarily to cover
day-to-day food consumption costs.'® Weak qua-
litative data from the Ukraine also indicate that
remittances are used for basic subsistence con-
sumption expenditures on food for family mem-
bers left behind."

Impact of Remittances on Consumption

In Nigeria, based on a village survey,
remittance-receiving households were found to
consume significantly more calories than
nonremittance-receiving households and to have
significantly higher iron content in their food
supply. However, remittances were not associ-
ated with an improvement in dietary diversity or
dietary quality.*®

In contrast, a village survey in Kenya 18 years
earlier found no difference in energy, protein, fat,
or carbohydrate intakes between male and
female-headed households, despite significant
remittances to female-headed households. How-
ever, the methodology was weak. This study also
found that dietary diversity was higher in
remittance-receiving, female-headed households,
mainly due to increased purchased foods. Male-
headed households reported more agricultural
production for home usage.”’

Weak qualitative data on the impact of remit-
tances on consumption patterns from Nepal and
the Ukraine suggested that remittance income is
important in improving food security,'>*’ consis-
tent with the consumption smoothing effect noted
earlier. However, the study in Nepal also noted
that remittance income is associated with a higher
intake of purchased foods—both nutritious and
“junk” food—and that there is an increased
dependency on purchased foods (rather than
home produced) among households with remit-
ting migrants.

A study from Bosnia-Herzegovina, during the
conflict period, found that infants in households
that received remittances had a longer duration of
breast-feeding. These infants were more likely to

be breast-fed for 4 months compared to those in
households without remittances.*

Impact of Remittances on Measures
of Nutritional Status

Nine of the 12 studies reporting the effect of
remittances on nutritional status (anthropometry)
were conducted in Latin America, and all but 3 of
the 12 studies indicate that remittances can
reduce underweight (weight for age) among chil-
dren younger than 5 years of age but may have a
limited effect on chronic undernutrition (stunt-
ing). In Guatemala, remittances were associated
with a 12.9% decline in the likelihood of a left
behind child (ie, child of a migrant parent) being
severely underweight for every US$100 remit-
tance income received, but remittances were not
associated with stunting or severe stunting
(height for age) and wasting or severe wasting
(weight for height) in children younger than
5 years of age.”® In Ecuador, remittances were
found to reduce underweight (weight for height
and weight for age z-scores) but had no effect
on stunting (height for age z-scores).> In Nepal,
this was only true for female-headed house-
holds, in which the prevalence of stunting was
less, underweight was less, and wasting was less
compared to those without remittances.'® In
male-headed households with remittances, the
prevalence of stunting was more than those
without remittances, underweight was more,
and wasting was less.

However, 2 studies found a positive effect on
stunting and 1 on low birthweight. In El Salvador,
a panel survey found a lesser decline in height for
age scores during the food price crisis for children
in migrant households compared to nonmigrant.*!
Other, weaker evidence shows remittances were
correlated with reduced stunting represented as
height for age scores.** Similarly, in Nigeria,
children in remittance-receiving households were
significantly less likely to be stunted than those in
nonremittance-receiving households, although
the findings of reduced underweight and wasting
were nonsignificant.*® In Mexico, weak evidence
indicates that infants in migrant households with
remittances were less likely than nonmigrant
households to have a low birthweight.?
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In contrast, 3 studies found no effect of remit-
tances on measures of nutritional status in chil-
dren. In Jamaica, a study using regression
analysis found a positive but nonsignificant effect
on stunting,®® and in Ecuador, no significant
effect on stunting or underweight compared to
nonremitting households was found.*® An earlier,
methodologically weak, survey in Kenya found
no difference between the nutritional status of
children (weight for age, height for age, weight
for height) in male compared to female-headed
households, despite significant remittances to
female-headed households.*!

In terms of overnutrition, 3 recent studies from
Mexico have indicated that remittance receipt by
households, aggregated at the community level—
which encompasses any flow-on effects of having
more money spent in community, by those
receiving remittance income—is associated with
increased rates of obesity among children and
adults. One study found that community remit-
tance intensity was correlated with increased
rates of overweight and obesity in women and
obesity in men.**> For women, odds of being clas-
sified as overweight or obese relative to under-
weight or normal rise by 9.5% and 16.0%,
respectively, when the municipality’s remittance
intensity increases by one standard deviation. For
men, an additional standard deviation in remit-
tance intensity increases the odds of obesity by
26%.%* Another study found that children living
in communities where relatively more households
received remittances are significantly more likely
to become overweight or obese.>’

Discussion

This systematic review identified a limited
amount of information on the impact of remit-
tances on nutrition, although it does provide indi-
cative evidence for an effect of remittances on
food expenditure, consumption, and nutritional
status. The studies that have been conducted vary
widely by population and methodology and are
low-to-moderate quality, which makes it challen-
ging to assess effects. The small number of stud-
ies identified by this review of both published and
gray literature indicates that more research into
the effect of remittances on dietary patterns and

nutrition specifically is needed—both their pri-
mary effects on food expenditure at the household
level, including in relation to dietary diversity,
and also their secondary effects at the community
level. In addition, no studies have investigated
whether remittance income might have any
effects related to the dual burden of malnutrition
within households, which has been identified as a
potential concern as a result of uneven intrahou-
sehold food distribution.*?

However, this review does shed some light on
the possible implications of remittances for pub-
lic health nutrition. With respect to undernutri-
tion, remittances increase access to (purchased)
food and may have a consumption smoothing
effect, reducing vulnerability of households to
crises and leading to improved food security. This
is supported by the majority of studies on under-
nutrition that were reviewed here, finding
improvements in markers of underweight, partic-
ularly in children. However, remittances are gen-
erally not long-term sources of income, which
may help to explain the generally negative find-
ings of the papers reviewed with respect to stunt-
ing, which is a marker of longer term chronic
undernourishment. One additional factor relevant
to effects on undernutrition that was highlighted
in 2 papers reviewed is that, at a population level,
it is often not the poorest who migrate (given the
costs involved in relocation).'®>” As a result, stra-
tegies to increase remittance income may not
generate substantial long-term gains in reducing
undernutrition, which is often seen in vulnerable
resource poor populations.

Seven studies also suggest that the extra
income from remittances may compound trends
toward purchasing less healthy (nontraditional)
foods and may thus have associations with the
nutrition transition. First, 2 studies reviewed from
Mexico and Kenya suggested that remittances, as
cash income, can increase consumption of pur-
chased foods, compared to agricultural produc-
tion, and may reduce consumption of traditional
foods.>**! Second, a study in Nigeria found that
increased calorie intake was not accompanied by
a corresponding increase in diet quality among
remittance receivers, which suggests that it is
possible for this additional purchased food to con-
tribute little nutritionally to diets.>® This is
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similarly reflected by the findings of the study in
Mexico, in which remittances to rural areas were
found to increase purchase of “luxury” food
items.>* Third, an association between remittance
income and overweight/obesity was reported in 3
studies from Mexico, which based on the above
may be due to increased purchase of nontradi-
tional foods, that add little of nutritional value
(other than calories) to the diet.?****> This
hypothesis is supported by studies indicating that
additional cash coming into households has been
seen in other, nonremittance, contexts to have
links to overweight and overnutrition. For exam-
ple, the cash transfer component of the Mexican
Oportunidades program has been found to be
associated with significantly higher prevalence
of overweight and obesity as well as diastolic
blood pressure.*® Similarly, the Brazilian Bolsa
Familia cash transfer program was found to be
associated with higher consumption of sugar and
sugar-sweetened beverages.** This effect would
be compounded in situations where it is the
better-off who migrate (as noted earlier), as these
populations are at risk of overweight and obesity
in LMIC.*

The review is limited in its exclusion of non-
English language literature. It is also limited in its
focus on identifying the specific impacts of remit-
tances on nutrition and diet, as there are many
possible impacts of migration more generally on
nutrition and food consumption/expenditure, as
well as agricultural production, which go beyond
the scope of this review. There were a number of
studies identified that presented data on the
impact of migration on the nutrition of house-
holds left behind (eg, Azzarri and Zezza*® and
Karamba et al*’); but these did not isolate remit-
tance impacts specifically and were therefore
excluded. Another limitation is that analysis of
any country-level effects on household responses
to remittances was beyond the scope of this
review. There may be complex sociocultural
dynamics at play, as well as broader effects relat-
ing to food skills and knowledge, which influence
household-level responses. There may also be
cultural, social, and economic differences
between countries that influence remittance flows
and utilization. These potential system-wide
effects may not be apparent from the limited

number of studies conducted to date but would
be important to consider in designing future
studies.

The findings of this review suggest that remit-
tances could have a positive impact for food secu-
rity and undernutrition. However, programs to
ensure that those households receiving remit-
tances move beyond just meeting sufficient cal-
ories and improve dietary quality could create
further benefits. For example, through targeting
remittance receivers with education regarding the
importance of investments in improving nutrition
overall, including increased consumption of high
nutritional-quality foods, investments in sanita-
tion and hygiene, and education, and with coun-
seling for financial management at the household
level.

Given the potential role of remittances in facil-
itating the nutrition transition, indicated by this
review, a constructive policy response might also
draw on the interventions identified in the World
Health Organization’s Global Action Plan on
Noncommunicable Diseases(NCDs).*® In partic-
ular, policies to improve the acceptability, afford-
ability, and accessibility of healthier foods in
local markets and retail venues that target pricing,
labeling, production, and supply of foods like
fruit, vegetables, and nutrient-rich staple foods.
These could be augmented by interventions spe-
cifically designed to influence expenditure of
remittances toward more nutritious foods. For
example, nutrition information provision and
food skills workshops could target receivers of
remittances through placement of information at
venues for remittance receipt, such as Western
Union, or through the use of mobile technology
that provides nutrition messaging linked to remit-
tance receipt.

The review also highlighted some specific
research gaps related to the effect of remittances
on nutrition. More research is needed on the pos-
sible interactive effect on nutrition of the agricul-
tural effects of migration and the receipt of
remittance income. For example, the extent to
which access to credit and technology (enabled
by remittances) outweighs the absence of an adult
household member or the extent to which changes
in agricultural production with an absent house-
hold member affects nutritional outcomes.
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Although remittances provide income, there is
likely to be an increased burden on women and
the feminization of agriculture due to outmigra-
tion of the working-age male population.*’ This
also relates to the finding that the gender of the
household head receiving remittances was
another important predictor of nutritional out-
comes in a few studies, reflecting broader evi-
dence of the interrelationship of income and
gender in influencing nutrition.”®>' This warrants
greater exploration of household decision making
in different contexts and might influence how
remittances and support for vulnerable house-
holds are directed. Other areas where further
research is needed are regarding possible effects
related to the dual burden of malnutrition within
households and differential effects on nutrition by
household economic status. To address these
research gaps, future studies could consider the
inclusion of measures of household decision mak-
ing in relation to remittance expenditure, and par-
ticularly considerations in decisions regarding
own production and food purchase, which would
help to identify specific opportunities to improve
nutrition in communities receiving high remit-
tance incomes. In addition, studies on migration
and nutrition more broadly need to consider the
role of remittances specifically, and where possi-
ble collect data on remittance income and expen-
diture (disaggregated to consider nutrition-related
food expenditure) in relation to markers of under-
nutrition and diet-related NCD risk factors.
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