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Wasting and stunting rates have been falling in sub-Saharan Africa since 2000 due 

to concerted efforts to improve children's nutrition. However this progress is at risk of faltering 

due to rising temperatures across the continent. High temperatures can affect children's nutrition 

directly through heat stress or indirectly, through a drop in agricultural production which would 

in turn also decrease income among rural households, or through increased risk of disease. In this 

paper, we test the hypothesis that heat exposure negatively affects children's nutritional status as 

measured by standardized anthropometric measures. To do so, we link cross-sectional 

anthropometric data from children aged 3-36 months collected by the Demographic and Health 

Surveys Program in five countries in West Africa (Benin, Burkina Faso, Cote d'Ivoire, Ghana 

and Togo) between 1993 and 2014 with weather data from the Global Meteorological Forcing 

Dataset. We find evidence that high temperatures decrease both weight-for-height z scores 

(WHZ) and height-for-age z scores (HAZ) in nutritionally meaningful orders of magnitude: for a 

100 hour increase in mean monthly exposure to temperatures above 30C (in the three months 

prior to interview), WHZ decrease by 0.06 SD. For a 100 hour increase in monthly mean lifetime 

exposure to temperatures above 35C, HAZ decrease by 0.12 SD. This equates to a 10% increase 

in the prevalences of wasting and stunting. The effects on wasting are pronounced in children 

aged 8-22 months while the effects on growth faltering materialize in children aged 6-12 months. 

Our results are suggestive of a disease mechanism: lifetime heat exposure increases the risk of 

diarrhea among children aged 8-22 months by approximately 8% and the heat effects on HAZ 

are entirely driven by children from households without improved latrines. In other words, we 

find that heat exacerbates the negative effects of poor sanitation on children's nutrition, and that 

this occurs at the age when children are being weaned and hence no longer have the passive 

immunity of their mother's breast milk and have not yet developed immunity to water- or soil-

transmitted pathogens.


