
 Malnutrition. It seems like a simple enough meaning – not enough food. And if you 
asked me before this summer I likely would have produced that exact definition. But, after this 
summer in Xela, I understand the incredibly complicated social and generational factors which 
contribute to the perpetuation of malnutrition in Guatemala.  

 This summer, I split my time between MealFlour and Primeros Pasos, their partner clinic 
in the Palajunoj Valley. In both of these workplaces I attempted to answer the question: what 
makes a nutrition program effective and how to do we measure that efficacy? For instance, one 
factor I looked at was the most accurate indicator of malnutrition in the Palajunoj Valley. 
Stunting is the best indicator of chronic malnutrition – the most prevalent problem in the 
Palajunoj Valley where rates frequently exceed 60%. To complicate things further, stunting is an 
incredibly complex issue as it begins during pregnancy and can produce intense cognitive and 
physical deficits throughout a lifetime. Yet, interventions targeting stunting often produce little 
or no demonstrable effect as a multitude of environmental and social factors contribute to the 
persistence of stunting in chronically malnourished regions. MealFlour and Primeros Pasos both 
attempt to address these interconnected factors influencing malnutrition and, working with them, 
I learned about more than food – I learned about social determinants of health which help 
perpetuate malnutrition across generations. 

 One of my normal activities as an intern was to accompany Primeros Pasos’ Nutrition 
Outreach Program to one of the four communities they visited regularly. In each community, the 
Outreach Director encouraged women to participate, shaping the curriculum on her intimate 
knowledge of life in these communities. Furthermore, on MealFlour home visits I watched 
Gabby and Elizabeth build and maintain trust with the women participating in the program. From 
this, I learned about what it means to work with a community rather than just for the community. 
Gabby and Elizabeth were constantly working to adapt their model to better suit the specific 
resources and needs of the participants, asking the women for feedback on farming issues and 
listening to their ideas on how to solve these problems. Both Primeros Pasos and MealFlour 
programs are structured around the feedback of their participants. Rather than simply telling their 
participants what they need, they listen.  

 Perhaps the most important thing I learned this summer was just this – that global health 
programs can only be successful if the community itself is involved and committed to the 
program. Sustainable change can really only be maintained from within.  


