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The importance of malnutrition as one of the g rea t scourges of 
the  world today has been amply recognized. As early as 1960 the 
Director of UNICEF, Maurice Pate1suggested th a t 750 million chil­
dren, out of the estimated one billion children in the world, were 
sick and hungry and would live a shortened life. I t has also been 
pointed out th a t although many children with m alnutrition die, the 
m ajority will survive and will live with the sequelae of such condi­
tion.

Recognizing th a t so much organic pain cannot bu t be accom­
panied by overwhelming psychological suffering, these facts should 
a lert the human behavior scientists, obviously interested in the psy­
chological welfare of children, to this statement of a problem of 
great and transcendental importance.

The present paper will attempt to focus attention on the role 
th a t in the past the behavior scientists have played in the attem pts 
to solve the problems posited by the ways and means through which 
the nutritional s ta tu s of an individual influences the development and 
functioning of his mental apparatus.

This will be accomplished by a review of the pertinent literature 
and by a rapid speculation on the concepts, both psychiatric and psy­
chological, which m ay he of value in the understanding of the stated 
problem. Finally a brief note will be introduced as to the role and 
participation of the human behavior scientist in relation to the prob­
lem of malnutrition.

* * *

The relationship between the nutritional status and the psy­
chological development and performance of the individual, has, prior 
to th is century, been suspected of being one of causality. Sociocul­
tu ra l and economic changes fostered the appearance of efforts to 
clarify and understand such a relationship. These efforts are par­
ticularly outstanding in the American literature.

During the second decade of this century the importance of 
school performance brought to the fore the need to investigate the 
causal factors of poor psychological functioning, and among them 
the role of malnutrition.23

175



Other cultural milieus, possibly under the same motivational 
forces, undertook the same line o f research.4 In the following years 
the efforts were not only directed a t observing variations of per­
formance on psychological tests in human subjects567 bu t also cer­
tain other investigational lines were pursued: animal experimenta­
tion,8910111213 relationship to school situation,141516 and practical 
application of the available knowledge.171819 20

But the m ajor impetus for the  study of the influence of deviant 
nutrition on psychological development came some time a fte r World 
W ar II. Doubtlessly, the devastation of war was an incentive to 
evaluate the role of famine and starvation on the psychological dy­
namics of the developing individual, as testified mainly by the works 
of Smith.28** The post-war period gave rise to new situations con­
ducive to the focusing of scientific attention upon the underdevel­
oped areas of the world and its main health problem, namely mal­
nutrition.

Followed by a period of intense study of m alnutrition per se, 
the  investigation of its relationships to mental functioning naturally 
ensued. As early as 1944 some findings in this respect w ere already 
being reported,27 but the main body of work came with the initiation 
of publications by the Latin American groups.2829 30 Research con­
ducted in other geographical areas during this early post-wTa r period 
is witness to the universal importance of the problem.31 However, 
the general trend in other locations was toward the assessm ent of 
damage to the central nervous system, secondary to deprivation of 
food,32 33 343536 a trend which seems to continue up to the present 
time.37

Within the  past few years the  outflow of scientific literature on 
th is subject has greatly increased. Some of these new data pertain to 
the classical model of attem pting to find causal param eters between 
malnutrition and mental functioning,38 304041424344 45 4647 others are 
related to socio-familial factors of the malnourished subjects4849 
others have been related to psychological characteristics of the ta r­
get populations independently of the sta te of nutrition ,50 51 52 53 still 
others reflect the interest of some authors on the effects of varia­
tions of the nutritional status upon the central nervous system func­
tioning54 55 and finally, some are concerned with animal experimen­
tation.565758 I t is highly relevant to note th a t most of the research 
mentioned, although mainly related to psychological m atters, has 
been produced by nutrition-oriented groups. The role of the human 
behavior-oriented scientists has been ra th e r minimal in the study 
of the effects o f variations of nu trition on the psychological develop-
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Nutritin and Psychological Development
ment and performance of the human subject, probably as a result 
of awareness of the importance of the problem.

Among the human behavior-oriented groups the trends have 
mainly been in two different directions. On one hand, child psychi­
atrists pai'ticularly have been interested in the psychopathology of 
children w ith failure to thrive or growth retardation ,59 60 suggesting 
strong associations between emotional and social factors and the re­
sultant failure to gair. in height, one of the definitional param eters 
of m alnutrition. Some works have been published relating the pres­
ence of hypopituitary states resulting from the impact of emotional 
events in the life of the child,61 simulating o ther types of m alnutri­
tion, w ith deficiencies in ACTH and growth hormone. These kinds of 
studies have emphasized the importance of emotional and in general 
psychological factors in obtaining normative levels of nutrition and 
physical growth,62 but have not focused on the  psychic sequelae of 
m alnutrition secondary to food deprivation.

On the  other hand, psychiatrists in general have also been in­
terested in the already classical subject of deprivation as such, in­
cluding mainly maternal and familial deprivation, which in some 
quarters are thought of as being at the root of the deprivation of 
food. Current interest can be dated from the works of Ribble and 
Spitz.6364 65 The mainstream of the conceptual approach centered 
around the maternal deprivation66676S although some authors have 
pointed out the role of “negative biological factors” in the etiology 
of the picture resulting from this kind of deprivation.6970 Doubt­
lessly th is interest corresponds to the swing tow ard the side of nur­
tu re in the nature-nurture controversy, in relation to factors affect­
ing mental development. However, the precise role of nutrition has 
not bean specifically considered by the theorists in the psychiatric 
field, except perhaps in relation to the organic effects of some specific 
nutritional deficiencies in the production of well known entities (pel­
lagra, Korsakoff’s syndrome, cretinism, etc.).

The psychologists have contributed to the  study of the problem 
of the relationship of the nutritional state to mental functioning by 
many and different ways and means. F irst and mainly, they have 
provided the measuring instruments to assess variations in mental 
function. In this respect, literally thousands of instrum ents have 
been devised in an attempt to measure every possible measurable 
param eter of psychological activity.71 The m ajority of these instru­
ments are under criticism from various viewpoints.72 73 74 75 76 77 78 79 
Their descriptions have been amply reviewed,80 81 82 and some of them 
have been widely accepted as useful diagnostic adjutants.83 Most of 
the instrum ents used in the evaluation of the influences of nutrition 
have dealt with the concept of intelligence which by itself has been

177



the subject of much controversy.84 The awareness of some of the 
shortcomings of the classical concept of I.Q. has inclined recent in­
vestigators to include other param eters or to undertake other ap­
proaches in their psychological batteries.38 41 4285 In spite of the 
efforts to construct tests of intelligence isolated from social and 
cultural contexts86 the results have not been satisfactory.87 The 
problem seems to reside on the fact th a t the attem pts have been di­
rected to assess the content of mental structures, naturally deter­
mined by experience, ra th e r than the organizational aspect of such 
structures. On the conceptual basis of the developmental theory of 
cognitive m aturation,88 some efforts have been m ade to devise psy­
chological instrum ents able to give a more realistic picture of the 
cognitive development of children,889091 which eventually may be­
come the most useful way of investigating the prim ary influences 
th a t nu trition may exert in the development and function of the 
mental apparatus.

* * *

Among the wealth of conceptual srtuctures of psychiatry, the 
psychoanalytic doctrine has always offered a rich variety of refer­
ences, although most of them indirect, to nutrition. The fundamen­
tal concept of Instinctual Drives, initiated by Freud in 1905,92 which 
is obviously present a t the root of the conceptualizations about feed­
ing behavior and therefore in intim ate relation to psychoanalytic 
ideas about nutrition, was one of the elements necessary to the con­
struction of the theory of infantile sexuality. The initial stage of 
development, the “oral stage,” or in the words of Fenichel, “more 
correctly intestinal,”93 is th a t one during which m ost of the psychic 
energies are processed w ithin the framework of th e original need 
for food and nourishment. It is highly critical to realize th a t the 
“oral introjection” is simultaneously the executive o f the “primary 
identification” which plays a g rea t part in the process of building 
up the subsequent Ego, whose nature depends not only on the per­
sonality of the people around the child but more basically, in what 
is introjected through the mouth. I t is a classical dictum in psycho­
analytic theory th a t the lim itation of the external world by oral 
incorporation is also the basis fo r th a t magical prim itive mode of 
thinking, w ith which the human being initiates h is psychological 
life.

Here it is to be emphasized th a t  a t the most prim itive but most 
decisive stages of development, the  food and therefore the possible 
nutritional sta te plays a capital role in determining the styles of fu­
ture life.

The theme of the  relationship between the  actual incorporation 
of nutritional elements through the mouth, or its psychological de­
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Nutrition and Psychological Development
rivatives, and th e  development of the psychological structures, runs 
like a thread through the fabric of psychiatric theories. The ob­
vious fact th a t to tal lack of introjectable elements would result in 
psychic and organic dead, would not retrain us to consider the pos­
sibility th a t m inor degrees of deprivation of sueh elements would 
resu lt not only in various levels of actual malnutrition bu t also in 
profound changes in the primitive organization of the intrapsychic 
life. The predictable chaotic disorganization of Ego structures would 
result in very severe psychopathology.

The next step  w orth considering, that the conceptual frame­
work of the psychoanalytic doctrine offers to help to understand the 
intim ate relationship between the nutrition of an individual and its 
total mental functioning, leads to the consideration of th e Object 
Relation formation. Beyond that extreme of egocentric functioning 
of the first few days a fte r birth, the mental development m ust pro­
ceed between the atmosphere of the relationship of the infant to 
other persons. The natural mother becomes, in the m ajority of the 
cases, the “F irst Object” insofar as that natural m other exerts the 
functions of motherhood. Brody34has emphasized the fact th a t in 
the m other-infant interaction, feeding takes a central position in 
th a t most things th a t a mother does with her infant, however un­
related in style th ey m ay be to each other, are related to her style 
of feeding behavior with him. From this point of view the m aternal 
activity of feeding the infant serves better than other activities as 
a model of the m other’s behavior toward the child. As a m atter of 
fact, it is difficult to conceptualize the existence of motherhood with­
out the feeding activity. It is not precocious to state  here th a t it 
should be considered tha t, a t this stage of development, lack of 
feeding (i.e. m alnutrition) is equivalent to lack of motherhood. I t  
is obvious th a t a t these levels any attempt to discriminate between 
the isolated effects of malnutrition and the better known effects of 
m aternal deprivation6667 simply represents a misunderstanding since 
both of them integrate a common operational force.

This kind of statem ent has been dealt with by Spitz95 when in 
describing the clinical entities of the Primary Overt Rejections he 
suggests th a t a ttem pts to feed the infant are unsuccessful in these 
entities, resulting in the clinical picture described by Ribble96 in 
which the child becomes comatose, dyspneic, with extreme pallor 
and reduced sensitivity, ending usually in death. Spitz assumes that 
it is highly likely in these archaic reactions that even when the 
danger to life has been overcome, other perhaps less critical, psycho­
somatic sequelae will appear. Again, the effort to categorize such 
sequelae as a resu lt of malnutrition or maternal deprivation is evi­
dently futile. Bowlby has been particularly interested in stressing
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the need of the child for a certain degree of reliability and continu­
ity in his relationships with the external Objects and the pathology 
resulting from the disruption of such bipolarity.97

Although in the ensuing periods other developments occur, the 
basic intertwining of the feeding acts with the m aternal function, 
and the  relationship of the mother to the child, as catalyst of the 
fu rth e r development of the mental apparatus, rem ain acting through 
different forms and under diverse disguise in the manner that w ater 
is implicit in ice and hydrogen and oxygen are implicit in w ater. 
This is mainly because when we refer to the m other we recognize 
th a t the “agent of care” is the essential concept and th a t care has 
the prim ary connotation of provision of nutritional elements.98

This has been well recopized by Wirmicott" when he rem arks 
th a t the main feature of infancy is dependency, and fu rth er s ta tes 
th a t a t this level of development physiology and psychology have 
not yet become distinct and separate. As a m a tte r of fact the lack 
of distinction between organic and mental activity explains the an­
swer to the often raised question that under some conditions the 
m other may fail to properly nourish her child as a result of her ig­
norance of the nutritional values of food and not as a consequence 
of deficient motherhood. Thefact is that it has been assumed th a t 
preventing the appearance of the hunger sensation, as such, is the 
task of motherhood, as far as the feeding sensation is concerned. 
Evidently this is a very important component bu t it only represents 
the  satiation of the form that the instinctual drive takes and not 
the drive itself. The physiological needs, manifested as instinctual 
drives, are here indistinguishable of the psychological ones and 
there is no doubt that even if the child is not experimencing fru stra ­
tion of his hunger feelings, his progressive physiological deteriora­
tion is equivalent to psychic derangement as a consequence of the 
m aternal unconscious factors that affect the efficiency of m other­
hood.

F u rth e r ahead along the developmental road this sta te  of “de­
pendency,” implicit in the fact that the infant m ust be “taken care 
of,” th a t he is not yet a member but an object of possession, estab­
lishes a set of necessary conditions for the “depended upon” member 
of the oncoming new dyad: the family. These necessary conditions 
center on the fact that the family, in order to function optimally as 
such, m ust be dependable, mainly in terms of th e basic biological 
needs, i.e. nutrition. Here again we may focus upon the failure of 
the fam ily to interact with the child optimally and we may concep­
tualize a set of hierarchies oflevels of failure. Doubtlessly, high in 
such hierarchy will be found the failure to provide nutritional ele­
m ents in order to attain an adaptive level of biological functioning.
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Once again it seems within the line of logical thinking to as­

sume th a t nutritional deficiencies basically represent a failure of the  
family structu re to fulfill one of its main functiors as counterpart 
of the child in the developmental dialogue. The impact of such fam ­
ily failure upon the developmental lines and upon the total psycho-
lagical dynamism cannot be separated from the psychological results 
of mere food deprivation.

Finally, and outside the strietly psychiatric domain, the society 
to which the individual malnourished child belongs, forms the th ird  
level of developmental bipolarities, and what has been said of the 
m other and the family may be applicable to the social parameter. 
The presence of food deprivation in a given individual necessarily 
implies a breach of function of the containing social milieu. Such 
a breach will not only carry with it the effects of the lack of food, 
but also th e effects of the lack of society's optimal interaction w ith  
the individual. The psychological sequelae of such state of m atters 
will be contingent upon the deprivation of societal optimal function 
as much as upon the absence of nutrients.

The preceding speculations are found in a summarized and dif­
ferent way in a paper by Piaget100 in which he quotes Gaparede’s  
demonstration101 th a t a need is always a manifestation of disequi­
librium, and th a t when something either outside ourselves or within 
us (physically or mentally) is changed, behavior has to be adjusted 
as a function of this change. Evidently these new ways of equili­
bration, products of the insatisfaction of the need for food, deter­
mine particular behaviors, which are not present when such a need 
has been satisfied. We are taking here the term  “behavior” w ith 
the broadness th a t Piaget imparts to it, including the basal situation 
for the progression to higher levels of equilibration. This implies 
th a t since in the initial phases of the construction of the mental ap­
paratus, th e successive mental structures that engender development 
can be considered as so many progressive forms of equilibrium each 
of which is an advance upon its predecessors, the total process of 
development will proceed along lines different from those which are 
followed by the normative events.

Some pragmatic insight as to the validity of these types of hy ­
pothesis could be attem pted by comparing the long range effects of 
m alnutrition upon the function of the mental apparatus with the be t­
te r known effects of different types of maternal deprivation, were 
it not fo r the fact of the intricate complexity of this concept of ma­
ternal deprivation, as pointed out by Yarrow.102 A great variety of 
events and environmental circumstances precede, occur concommi-
tantly and follow the failure of the function of motherhood. The 
major theoretical issues so considered are: the appropriateness of
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sensorial and perceptual simulation, the concept of environmental 
contingencies, the critical period hypothesis, the understanding of 
constitutional differences, the selecti~·e response of the developing or­
ganism, the timing of the trauma along the developmental staging, 
etc. Some of these complexities have been explored, but not so those 
pertaining to the deprivation of food. 

Similar conceptualization can be advanced for the interaction 
of the child with his family and hi3 society. The complexities here, 
in relation to familial and societal deprivation as contrasted to the 
deprivation of food, are even more difficult to discriminate and their 
exploration a "'aits further investigation. 

These psychiatric, psychological and developmental approaches 
and avenues of exploration are added to the already present possi­
bility, suggested by animal studies, of direct a!ld organic damage to 
the central nervous system and to the less well known of the effects 
of diet on mental illness.m All these data indicate that the effects 
of deviations of nutrition may ha>e multiple causality ways to in­
teract .and influence the developmEnt and optimal functioning of the 
mental apparatus. 

The exploration of this recogn:zed problem acquires high prior­
ity in those geographical areas in which malnutrition plays an im­
portant role in diminishing the adaptfre power of the population, 
thus being operative in maintaining low levels of sociocultural de­
velopment, which in turn may fostl!r conditions conducive to mal­
nutrition. The treatment of .mch a vicious circle urgently requires 
the cooperation of che human behavior disciplines and represents in 
the last instance the perfect e:rnrnple of interdiEciplinary therapeutic 
intervention in the best humanistic tradition. 
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ABSTRACT 

After pointing out the importance of malnutrition as a cause of 
physical and p�ychological devastation, this paper presents a review 
of the literature on the role that behavioral scientists have played in 
the stuoy of the psychological 2.nd developmental aspects of such 
scourge. This review i! presenteu in chronological mder and from a 
critical point of view. 

In its second part it presents a psychoanalytic glimpse of some 
of the many avenues though which malnutrition and the deprivation 
of food can alter the normative course of development. The integral 
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p art that feeding plays in mothering and maternal behavior and the 
difficulty of separating the effects of material deprivation from those 
of deprivation of food in early life, are stressed. Some emphasis is 
placed on the similar situation posited by deprivation of familial and 
societal function versus deprivation of food.

An explanation is offered in term s of Piaget’s psychology of the 
possible deviation of behavior secondary to malnutrition.

A rapid enumeration of the many parameters influencing the 
relationship between poor nutrition and psychological function is un­
dertaken, and finally, the need for active participation of the be­
havioral scientist in the study and solution of the problem is con­
sidered
RESUMEN

Inicialmente este trabajo  menciona la importancia que la des­
nutrición tiene como causa de devastación física ypsicológica, lo cual 
es seguido de una revisión de la literatura concerniente al papel que 
han tenido los científicos interesados en la conducta hum ana y en la 
investigación de los aspectos psicológicos y desarrollacionales de esta 
entidad.

E sta revisión se presenta en orden cronológico y  con un punto 
de vista eminentemente crítico.

En la segunda parte  se ofrece una visión psicoanalítica de al­
gunas de las muy diversas m aneras como la desnutrición y la carencia 
de alimentos pueden alterar los aspectos normativos del desarrollo. 
Se hace especial hincapié en la consideración dela alimentación del 
infante como parte integral de la función materna y se pone de pre­
sente la dificultad en separar los efectos de la deprivación m aterna 
de quéllos que en edades tem pranas resultan de la fa lta de nutrien­
tes. Se le da igual importancia al problema planteado por la depri­
vación fam iliar y social vs. la deprivación alimenticia.

Se ofrece una explicación de las posibles alteraciones del desa­
rrollo secundario de la desnutrición, basados en la psicología de 
Piaget.

Rápidamente se enumeran algunos de los muy numerosos pará­
metros que pueden influir en la relación entre la desnutrición y el 
funcionamiento psicológico, y finalmente se considera la necesidad de 
que los científicos interesados en la conducta participen activamente 
en el estudio y en la resolución de este proMema.
RESUMO

Depois de indicar a  importancia da subnutrigáo como causa de 
devastado física e psicológica, éste trabalho apresenta uma resenha 
da literatura relativa ao papel dos dentistas do comporotamento no 
estudo dos aspectos psicológicos e evolucionários de tal flagelo. Esta
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resenta é apresentada em ordexn cronològica e de um ponto de vista 
critico.

A segunda parte apresenta urna vista psicoanalitica de algumas 
de m uitas avenidas através das quais subnutricào e privacào ali­
m entar podem alterar o curso normativo do desenvolvimento.

0  im portante papel desempenhado pela alim entalo relativa­
mente ao comportamento materna! e a dificuldade de separar os efei-
os de privacào maternal daqueles associados a privacào alimentar, na 
infancia, sao acentuados. Indica-se também a similaridade proposta 
em relacào à privacào de funcào familiar e social quando comparada 
à privacào alimentar.

Urna possivel explicaeào é proposta em tèrmos da posigào ado- 
tada por Piaget quanto a possíveis desvíos comportamentais em 
funcào de subnutricào.

V arios parámetros pe influenciam a relacáo entre subnutricào 
e a  funcjào psicològica sao enumerados, e finalmente, a necessidade da 
p artic ip ad o do cientista do comportamento no estudo e solucào do 
problema é considerada.
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