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Highlights/Key Messages

- Complementary diets were
dominated by cereal based porridges

=  Poverty and heavy workloads limited
recommended feeding practices

=  Limited maternal decision-making
power influenced child feeding

- Groundnuts were the main protein
source, limiting dietary diversity

- Affordable, local diverse foods could
improve complementary feeding

Background

Appropriate complementary feeding from 6-23 months is essential for child
growth and development, yet dietary diversity remains inadequate in many
resource-constrained settings. Understanding contextual influences on feeding
practices is important for improving child nutrition.

Objective

This study examined qualitative evidence to identify dietary patterns and factors
shaping complementary feeding among children aged 6—23 months in Chinyunyu,
Rufunsa District, Zambia.

Methods

This Framework Analysis applied Gale et al. (2013) and the WHO Infant and Young
Child Feeding framework to interpret qualitative data. The study was conducted in
drought-prone Chinyunyu Ward, Rufunsa District, Zambia. Participants included
24 women aged 18-49 years with a child under two years and seven mothers-in-
law who participated in Photovoice and focus group discussions, alongside three
husbands and four community leaders who participated in in-depth interviews.

Results

Caregivers generally described awareness of recommended feeding practices;
however, poverty, limited maternal decision-making power, and heavy workloads
were perceived to constrain adherence. Diets cited were dominated by cereal-
based porridges prepared with groundnuts, sugar, or salt. Groundnuts were
reported as the main protein source, and reliance on them may have limited
dietary diversity. Furthermore, increasing dependence on commercial foods was
also perceived to undermine optimal complementary feeding.

Conclusions

Despite awareness of recommended feeding practices, poverty, gendered resource
control, and heavy workloads were reported to constrain adherence to WHO
recommendations. Empowering women, improving livelihoods, and promoting
affordable dietary diversity, including legumes beyond groundnuts, may
strengthen complementary feeding and child nutrition.
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Introduction
The period from 6-23 months, within the first 1,000 days of
life, is a critical stage when children transition from
exclusive breastfeeding to complementary feeding and
require nutrient-dense foods to support rapid growth and
development (Vyas, 2021). During this period, energy
requirements increase substantially, and diets must provide
adequate macro- and micronutrients, including iron, zinc,
calcium, phosphorus, magnesium, and vitamin B6 (Lutter et
al., 2021; Moreira et al., 2024). Appropriate complementary
feeding reduces the risk of stunting, micronutrient
deficiencies, and childhood obesity (Bergamini et al., 2022).
WHO and UNICEF have established key indicators to
assess feeding practices among children aged 6-23 months
(WHO and UNICEF, 2021). However, complementary feeding
remains suboptimal in many low- and middle-income
countries. Globally, only 29% of children achieve minimum
dietary diversity, with lower coverage in sub-Saharan Africa
(24%). Minimum meal frequency and minimum acceptable
diet are also inadequate across many settings (Kassie et al.,
2023). According to the Zambia Demographic and Health
Survey, only 12% of children aged 6—23 months achieved the

minimum acceptable diet, while 22% met minimum dietary
diversity and 45% received minimum meal frequency. These
feeding practices may be explaining Zambia’s high
prevalence of anaemia (62%) and stunting (32%) among
under-five children (ZSA, 2024).

Reported factors shaping feeding of children aged 6-23
months include parental factors such as maternal education,
women’s empowerment (Sarwar et al., 2024), and paternal
support (Martin et al., 2021). Household factors such as food
security, ownership of consumer goods, livestock, source of
water and type of toilet (Amugsi et al., 2025) and reliance on
cereal-based foods (Galani et al., 2022) often also influence
child feeding. Furthermore, urbanisation and increased
availability of processed, sugar-sweetened foods (Mukanu,
2022) influence from mothers-in-law (Kwah et al., 2025), and
by community leaders (Moreno et al., 2023) are other factors
reported.

The explanation above links to an interplay between
recommended feeding practices, regulatory environments,
and feeding indicators in shaping nutrition outcomes for
children aged 6-23 months, as illustrated in Figure 1.
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Figure 1. Interplay between recommended feeding practices and feeding indicators in shaping nutrition outcomes for children

aged 6-23 months

SI: Statutory Instrument; MMF: Minimum Meal Frequency; MAD: Minimum Acceptable Diet; ISSF: Introduction of Soft & Semi-solid foods; ASF: Animal Source

Food.
Source: WHO & UNICEF, 2021
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The interlinked components in the conceptual framework
show that household practices, measured by feeding
indicators, and supportive policy frameworks influence
nutrition outcomes during the critical complementary
feeding window (Padhani et al., 2023).

Given the limited evidence on dietary patterns among
children aged 6-23 months in Chinyunyu, interpreting
qualitative datasets through the WHO Infant and Young
Child Feeding framework (WHO and UNICEF, 2021) provided
an opportunity to generate deeper insights into the social,
cultural, and economic determinants of complementary
feeding. Therefore, this study sought to identify dietary
patterns and explore the factors shaping them among
children aged 6-23 months in Chinyunyu.

Methods

Study Design

This was a Framework analysis study, utilising a systematic,
theory-driven examination of data using pre-existing
concepts (Gale et al., 2013). Dietary patterns were explored
against WHO (2003) complementary feeding
recommendations as well as WHO and UNICEF (2021) infant
and young child feeding indicators.

Study Setting
The qualitative study was conducted from 30th April to 4th
May 2018 in Chinyunyu Ward, located in Rufunsa District of
Lusaka Province, Zambia. Rufunsa District had a population
of approximately 81,733 in 2022 (City Population, n.d.). Fig.
2 show details.
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Figure 2. Map of Lusaka Province, showing Rufunsa District

The indigenous people in Chinyunyu are the remnants of the
Soli people, with the main economic activity being
subsistence farming (Chisala, 2023).  The prevalence of
stunting among children under five in Lusaka Province is
estimated at 20%, in the medium prevalence range of WHO
classification, (ZSA, 2024). However, Rufunsa’s vulnerability
to climate shocks, erratic rainfall, and food insecurity
(Ngoma et al., 2024) suggests a high risk of malnutrition in
the district.

Sampling Strategy

The target population included mothers, their mothers-in-
law, husbands, and community leaders. A purposive,
criterion-based sampling approach (Palinkas et al., 2015)
was employed to recruit participants with direct experience
of or influence on complementary feeding practices.
Maximum variation across participant groups was sought to
capture diverse perspectives, with recruitment continuing
until sufficient thematic saturation was achieved (Malterud

S WPHNA

etal., 2016).

Data collection methods

The study employed photovoice (FV), focus group
discussions (FGDs) and in-depth interviews (IDIs) with
mothers, fathers, mothers-in-law, and community leaders to
generate rich, contextual insights on complementary
feeding. Digital recording, verbatim transcription, and later
translation concluded the data collection.

Photo-voice and focus group discussions

This technique is a means by which participants can reflect
both individually and together on their own concerns made
visible in photographs and given voice through discussions
and accounts (Carpenter, 2022).

Participants were oriented on themes to focus on to
enhance feeding of children aged 6 to 23 months in the
community. Facilitators minimised technical advice during
the orientation to avoid inhibiting people’s creativity.
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Captured films were later developed on site. Mothers
gathered again to discuss their photographs through an FGD
after four days. A separate FGD was also conducted among
mothers-in-law.

FGDs were complemented with semi-structured question
guides. These revealed collectively shaped social processes
(Lazarus et al., 2025). Four facilitators conducted each FGD,
with two leading the discussion while ensuring coverage of
all selected photos and the topics in the interview guide.
Another facilitator took notes, while the fourth assisted with
digital recording after seeking participants’' permission.
FGDs lasted for an average of an hour. Where there was
ignorance, participants were educated. Lastly, tapes were
transcribed verbatim and translated. The FGD venue used
was the most conducive place at the time that ensured
participants’ confidentiality. An enclosure without a door at
Chinyunyu health facility provided privacy for mothers’
FGDs and husbands as well as community leaders’ IDIs. This
was an isolated enclosure. Mothers-in-law gathered in an
isolated open area under a tree near a community hall.

In-depth interviews

In-depth Interviews (IDIs) are most appropriate for
situations in which you want to ask open-ended questions
that elicit personal experiences from relatively few people
(Osborne & Grant-Smith, 2021). In this study, IDI
participants were husbands and community leaders.

Data processing and analysis
The Framework Analysis approach was employed following

the stages of familiarisation, identifying a thematic
framework, indexing, charting, and mapping, as well as
interpretation (Gale et al., 2013). Qualitative data were
reviewed together and integrated at the thematic level to
avoid duplication of findings. The research team coded the
data manually, and a second reviewer cross-checked themes
to enhance analytical rigour. The team then mapped existing
codes and themes against the WHO Infant and Young Child
Feeding framework and related indicators to identify dietary
patterns and feeding practices while preserving the original
meaning and context of participants’ accounts.

Ethical considerations

Ethical approval was obtained from the Levy Mwanawasa
Medical University Research Ethics Committee (LMMU-REC
00010/20) and the National Health Research Authority
(NHRA/0001/15/03/2021). Permission to conduct the study
in Rufunsa District was received from the Lusaka Provincial
and Rufunsa District Health Offices. All data were
anonymised prior to analysis, and confidentiality and privacy
were maintained throughout the study (Kang & Hwang,
2021).

Results

Participant Characteristics

A total of 38 participants were recruited, comprising 24
mothers, 7 mothers-in-law, 3 husbands, and 4 community
leaders. Table 1 provides information on participant
characteristics.

Table 1. Characteristics of participants

Category Husbands Mothers Mothers-in law  Key informants  Total
n (%) n (%) n (%) n (%) n (%)
Total 3(7.89) 24(63.16)  7(18.42) 4(10.53) 38(100)
Age in years 18-20  0(0.00) 5(20.83) 0(0.00) 1(25.00) 6(15.79)
21-25  1(33.30) 16(66.67) 0(0.00) 0(0.00) 17(44.74)
26-30  1(33.30) 2(8.33) 0(0.00) 0(0.00) 3(7.89)
31+ 1(33.30) 1(4.17) 7(100.0) 3(75.00) 12(31.58)
Gender Males  3(100.00) 0(0.00) 0(0.00) 3(75.00) 6(15.79)
Females  0(0.00) 24(100.00)  7(100.00) 1(25.00) 32(84.21)
Occupation Farmer  1(33.33) 15(62.50) 6(85.71) 1(25.00) 23(60.53)
Other  2(66.67) 9(37.50) 1(14.29) 3(75.00) 15(39.47)
Monthly income (USD) <45  0(0.00) 21(87.50) 6(85.71) 0(0.00) 27(71.05)
45+ 3(100.0) 3(12.50) 1(14.29) 4(100.0) 11(28.95)
Educational level Up to primary ~ 1(33.33) 9(37.50) 4(57.14) 2(50.00) 16(42.11)
Secondary  2(66.67) 15(62.50) 3(42.86) 2(50.00) 22(57.89)
Tribe Soli  0(0.00) 6(25.00) 1(14.29) 0(0.00) 7(18.42)
Other  3(100.0) 18(75.00) 6(85.71) 4(100.0) 31(81.58)

USD: United States Dollar (based on exchange rate at the time of the original study)

Participant perspectives on infant and young child feeding
The themes identified in this research related to the timing
of food introduction, meal frequency, dietary diversity,
feeding support, and hygiene practices among children aged
6—-23 months (Table 2). These themes emerged consistently
across participant narratives during data collection.

Six feeding domains for children aged 6—23 months were
identified through thematic analysis (Fig. 3). These were:

dietary diversity, introduction of solid and semi-solid foods,
meal frequency, consumption of animal-source foods, intake
of fruits and vegetables, and exposure to sweetened
beverages and unhealthy foods. These domains represent the
core themes drawn from participants’ narratives and form
the basis for the feeding indicators discussed in the
subsequent sections.
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Table 2. Summary of participant perspectives on dietary
patterns for children aged 6 to 23 months

Recommended

Feeding Feeding Indicator Key Findings

Practice

Introduction of  Introduction of soft Some mothers were reported to
Other Foods and semi-solid foods introduce complementary

at six completed

foods too early, others too late

months
Frequency & Minimum meal Reported meal frequency was
amount frequency irregular
Variety a)  Minimum Porridge variations reported:
Dietary With groundnuts, sugar, salt,
Diversity salad, or plain.

b)  Animal source Staple foods reported: Nshima,
food vegetable soup, pumpkin, goat
consumption meat soup, goat liver whenever

available.

¢)  Fruitand There were reports of giving
vegetable vegetable soup, usually
consumption accompanying nshima made

d) Consumptionof for children
unhealthy foods

Unhealthy foods reported:
Drinks with a bit of alcohol,
porridges with artificial
sweetener, candies, puffed
cereals.
Food Texture Food texture reported varied
Preferences from thin to thick.
Active and Some mothers were reported
Responsive leaving the child unattended or
Feeding did not actively support
feeding.
Some children were reported to
refuse to eat, and mothers did
not encourage.
Hygiene Poor hygiene practices
Practices reported: Babies made to drink

their dirty bathwater to make
them strong against diseases

Vegetable and meat soups served with nshima were also
widely mentioned as common complementary foods. As one
31-year-old husband explained during an in-depth interview
(IDI 002), “When a child is still young, we give meat soup and
vegetable soup with nshima.”. Nshima, a staple in Zambia, is a
thick, smooth porridge made from ground maize, sorghum,
millet or cassava flour. It closely resembles Kenya’s ugali and
Zimbabwe’s sadza (Magogodi, 2022) and is typically

WPHNA
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Figure 3. Domains of feeding practices among children aged 6-
23 months in Chinyunyu

Dietary diversity Porridge was frequently identified as a
staple complementary food and was commonly prepared
with groundnuts, sugar, and salt, and occasionally enriched
with cooking oil, although some participants reported
preparing it using only salt and water. The participants
further reported that porridge offered to children was often
described as thin in texture and predominantly cereal-based.
A 47-year-old husband in Chinyunyu (IDI 003) remarked,
“...My wives sieve the porridge for the child starting to eat to
make it very thin, making it thicker as the child grows” (Figure
4).

‘\

3
Figure 4. Maize porridge; Left-prepared with maize meal, water, salt and sugar; Right-Similar porridge but very thin in texture.

—_

consumed with soups, sauces, or stews collectively known as
ndiyo (relish) in Zambia (Magogodi, 2022).

Age of introduction of solid and semi-solid foods

Participants reported varying ages for the introduction of
solid and semi-solid foods, with some mothers citing three
to four months. Early introduction was frequently described
as more common among younger and unmarried mothers. A
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56-year-old mother-in-law observed: “..Where we live,
within about three weeks after delivery, young girls start leaving
the babies with their mothers and continue moving up and
down...” Furthermore, some participants reported that
children resisted foods offered to them after six months of
age. One mother explained: “..My baby is seven months old,
but he just wants to breastfeed.” Meanwhile, continued
breastfeeding was widely reported among children aged 6—
23 months and emerged as a common feeding practice across
participant accounts.

Meal frequency

Participants described varying feeding frequencies among
children aged 6—23 months, with differences observed in the
number of meals and snacks provided throughout the day.
Notably, most mothers reported irregular feeding frequency,
possibly resulting in fewer feeding occasions during the day.

Animal source foods

Young children in Chinyunyu were typically provided with
meat soup or whole liver whenever available. In addition,
cultural norms within certain ethnic groups restricted the
consumption of animal-source foods (ASF), reserving them
for the household head. One mother underscored this

custom, stating, “Meat or fish are reserved for bbabba
mukulu,” indicating that such foods were primarily
designated for the husband.

Sweet beverage and unhealthy food consumption
There appeared to be widespread consumption of sweet
beverages and unhealthy foods among young children in
Chinyunyu. Reported items included commercial products
such as milk beverages, puffed cereals, candies, and products
containing artificial sweeteners. The participants also
reported frequent consumption of commercial corn-based
drinks and ready-to-eat cereal porridges.

Fruit and vegetable consumption

Most caregivers in Chinyunyu reported offering vegetable
soup as the main source of vegetables for infants and young
children. Participants indicated that this soup was extracted
from any vegetable prepared for a household meal and was
commonly served alongside nshima. Figure 6 shows
frequently reported foods eaten in households in Chinyunyu,
mainly vegetables with nshima. Accounts showed that foods
were not usually prepared in such a way as to accommodate
children aged 6-23 months.

Figure 6. Commonly eaten foods among households in Chinyunyu

Perceived factors influencing infant and young child
feeding

This study identified several factors perceived to influence
dietary patterns among children aged 6-23 months in
Chinyunyu, shown in Table 3. Participants frequently
reported that men largely controlled access to land,
livestock, and financial resources, while women were
primarily responsible for managing subsistence crop

4 WPHNA

production. Women also described carrying a substantial
workload related to household tasks and childcare, with men
reportedly having limited involvement. However, some
participants noted variations across ethnic groups, reporting
that households originating from Northern and Eastern
Zambia tended to have more shared household and
caregiving responsibilities.
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Table 3. Factors perceived to shape infant and young child
feeding in Chinyunyu

Major Theme

Key Findings

Access to and
control over
resources

Men mostly controlled land, cows and money. Women
mostly controlled small animals and subsistence crops.

Gender and  Men mostly sought cash-earning roles, while women
leadershipin  mostly took unpaid, community-centred leadership.
decision-
making
Livelihood = Men’s activities: Farming, charcoal production,
activitiesand  gardening, piece work, and building. Some engaged in
household  beer drinking, informal jobs, or idle activities.
contributions ~ Women’s activities: Household chores, farming, selling
vegetables, running small businesses, working in
lodges, charcoal production, commercial sex work, and
looking after cows.
Who does  Women performed more household and caregiving
more work?  tasks, including child feeding.
Cultural and  Bemba: Men and women shared labour, finances, and
ethnic  household responsibilities.
influences on  Easterners: Both men and women owned land, animals,
household  money, and did household chores.
roles  Ndebeles, Shonas, Tongas, and Zezulu:
- Men controlled money and resources.
- Women provided labour, did household chores,
and had limited decision-making power.
Soli: Soli women owned land.
Other reasons  Poverty: Limited food availability.
for feeding  Non-adherence to nutritional advice: Some mothers
practices  did not follow what they learned.

Men: Husbands; Women: Mothers, caregivers

Participants’ perspectives on improving infant and
young child feeding practices

Table 4. presents participant-generated suggestions for
improving infant and young child feeding in Chinyunyu.

Table 4. Perspectives on ways of improving infant and young

child feeding
Major Key findings
Themes
Improving  Enhancing water supply systems to ensure clean and
Water Supply  safe drinking water for preparing infant foods.
Water harvesting initiatives to store water for
household use and food production
Health  Community-based health education programs to
Education  improve knowledge
Training on proper infant and young child feeding
practices, including appropriate complementary
feeding.
Food Security =~ Teaching families how to grow their own food to

and Nutrition

enhance household food security.
Promoting the use of locally available nutritious foods
to improve dietary diversity.

Community
Engagement
and Support

Establishing nutrition and health clubs to promote peer
learning

Encouraging collective food preparation sessions,
where mothers learn proper food preparation
techniques to retain nutrients for young children.

Discussion

Our findings provide evidence on current practices and
factors influencing optimal complementary feeding among
children aged 6-23 months in Chinyunyu, Rufunsa District.
Rufunsa, as a drought-prone rural district (Hadley et al.,
2023), highlights the constraints caregivers face in accessing
diverse and nutrient-rich complementary foods due to

WPHNA

environmental and economic limitations. Recurring
droughts exacerbate food insecurity, often forcing
households to rely on cheaper staple foods with lower
nutrient density (Hadley et al., 2023), thereby increasing the
risk of malnutrition among young children. The findings
suggest that complementary feeding practices were
characterised by limited dietary diversity, variations in the
timing of introducing solid and semi-solid foods, suboptimal
meal frequency, low consumption of animal-source foods,
inadequate fruit and vegetable consumption, and the use of
sweetened beverages and commercially processed foods.

Limited dietary diversity was a recurring pattern in
caregivers' accounts of complementary feeding practices
among children aged 6-23 months. Caregivers reported
frequent reliance on staple foods such as porridge and
nshima made out of maize meal dominating complementary
feeding practices. Caregivers consistently reported
preparing this food with ingredients such as groundnuts,
sugar, or salt, while nshima was reported to be served with
vegetable soup or meat soup to children aged 6-23 months.
This is similar to patterns documented elsewhere (Oladiran
& Emmambux, 2022). Groundnuts are a common source of
protein and micronutrients used in infant feeding in many
settings, including Zambia (Hamaimbo et al.,, 2023).
Although aflatoxin exposure was not assessed or reported in
the present study, the reliance on groundnut-based
complementary foods may have implications where aflatoxin
contamination occurs. Aflatoxin, a hepatotoxic and
carcinogenic mycotoxin produced by Aspergillus species
under warm and humid conditions, has been associated with
impaired nutrient absorption, suppression of insulin-like
growth factor pathways, and gut inflammation (Urugo et al.,
2024). Consequently, exposure to aflatoxin-contaminated
foods has been hypothesized to contribute to linear growth
faltering and an increased risk of stunting among children
during the critical 6-23-month period (Urugo et al., 2024).
Mothers should also be encouraged to utilize other locally
available legumes such as cowpeas, soybeans, and Bambara
nuts, which offer comparable protein and micronutrient
benefits to support dietary diversity and nutrient adequacy
(Funduluka et al., 2023; Tura et al., 2025).

Participants stated that the introduction of solid, semi-
solid, and soft foods (ISSF) was often initiated as early as
three to four months, particularly among young unmarried
mothers. This aligns with a recent study in Tanzania (Masuke
et al.,, 2021). Such early introduction in Chinynyu was
reported to often be influenced by grandmothers assuming
caregiving roles. This practice displaces breast milk intake
and exposes infants to infection risks (Yakubu, 2023).
Conversely, similar to a recent study in Ethiopia (Abate et al.,
2023) some mothers reported delaying ISSF beyond six
months due to infants’ refusal to eat. This practice could
increase the risk of nutrient deficiencies (Capra et al., 2024).
Thin, low-energy-density foods emerged as a common
feature of complementary feeding, reflecting cultural beliefs
that young infants should initially be offered soft foods
before progressing to thicker textures (Erasmus et al., 2023).
This practice, if prolonged, could contribute to inadequate
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energy intake (Oladiran & Emmambux, 2022). Nutritional
adequacy among children aged 6-23 months in Chinyunyu
was further compromised by irregular meal frequency, with
caregivers citing poverty, time constraints, and limited

knowledge. This feeding practice potentially affected
adherence  to age-appropriate meal frequency
recommendations. Caregivers’ narratives suggest that

inadequate feeding support and poor hygiene practices may
have contributed to increased vulnerability to infection and
poor nutrition outcomes among young children. These
challenges align with findings in Indonesia and Zambia
(Moramarco et al., 2023; Rahayuwati et al., 2023).

The findings suggest that ASF were not routinely
included in the diets of children aged 6-23 months, despite
recommendations that young children consume foods such
as eggs, meat, and fish to support growth and development.
Consistent with an Ethiopian study (Zerfu et al., 2025),
caregivers frequently reported offering only the soup derived
from animal-source foods rather than the actual flesh
(appropriately prepared for an infant in the case of meat), a
practice that provides minimal nutritional benefit and does
not constitute adequate ASF consumption. In some ethnic
groups in this study, ASF was reported to be culturally
reserved for the household head, a practice that could
disproportionately affect child nutrition. A similar study in
West Africa showed that a good portion of fish or meat was
reserved for the father (Lokossou et al., 2021). Limited fruit
and vegetables consumption (FVC) also emerged as a
recurring feature of complementary feeding practices, with
caregivers  frequently reporting vegetable  soups
accompanying nshima, but only as toddlers transitioned to
family diets. ASF and FVC among children aged 6-23
months provide micronutrients, including iron, zinc, vitamin
A, and B12, which promote growth, cognitive development,
and immune function (Engidaw et al., 2023; Haileselassie et
al., 2022).

Sweetened beverage consumption and ultra-processed
foods emerged as additional notable features of
complementary feeding practices, with caregivers describing
the use of commercially available products including
sweetened drinks, puffed cereals, and candies. The frequent
reliance on unhealthy food choices in low-income
households can be attributed to both economic constraints
and a lack of nutritional awareness (Anderson et al., 2021;
Silva et al., 2023). This sets the stage for non-communicable
diseases (NCDs) later in life (Fragkou et al., 2021).

Perspectives on factors shaping dietary patterns among
children aged 6-23 months can be viewed at multiple levels.
At the individual and household levels, resource distribution
was reported to be male-dominated, with husbands
managing most cash crops and therefore household income,
while women were reported to primarily oversee subsistence
crops, small animals as well as household chores, consistent
with findings elsewhere (Firdissa et al., 2025). This structural
dynamic limits women's ability to purchase nutritious foods,
particularly in households where financial dependence on
men restricts their decision-making power regarding child
nutrition (Rietveld et al., 2023). Maternal workload was

further reported to impact timely meal preparation and meal
frequency. Such time constraints are recognised as barriers
to optimal infant feeding practices, as reported in a recent
sub-Saharan study (Kulwa et al., 2023). Cultural norms also
emerged as influencers for feeding practices and food
distribution within households. In some ethnic groups,
certain food taboos, such as reserving meat and fish for men,
were reported to constrain children's access to nutrient-rich
foods, similar to findings in Asia (Travasso et al., 2023). This
reinforces existing nutritional disparities and perpetuates
inequities in child dietary quality.

Limitations

A major strength of this study was the use of rich qualitative
data generated through Photovoice, Focus Group
Discussions, and In-depth Interviews, which provided
detailed insights into complementary feeding practices and
the factors influencing them in Chinyunyu. Nevertheless,
the findings reflect participants’ experiences within a single
rural community, may not represent the entire community,
and may not be generalisable to other settings. As the study
relied on self-reported practices, responses may have been
influenced by recall or social desirability bias. The findings
should therefore be interpreted as contextual insights rather
than evidence of causal relationships.

Conclusions

The findings suggest suboptimal complementary feeding
practices among children aged 6—23 months in Chinyunyu,
characterised by reliance on cereal-based porridges,
inconsistent meal patterns, low consumption of animal-
source foods, fruits and vegetables, and increasing use of
commercially available unhealthy foods. Groundnuts were
commonly reported as the main protein source, although
food safety concerns were noted. Poor hygiene practices
reported further suggest increased vulnerability to
malnutrition among young children. These feeding practices
appeared to be influenced by interconnected social, cultural,
economic, and environmental factors. Despite caregivers
generally demonstrating awareness of recommended feeding
practices, poverty, male-controlled resources, maternal
workload, drought, cultural beliefs, and limited social
support appeared to constrain their ability to provide diverse
and adequate diets. Overall, the findings suggest that
context-specific interventions that strengthen women’s
decision-making, improve nutrition and food safety
education, and enhance access to diverse, affordable foods,
including locally available legumes, may improve
complementary feeding practices in such resource-
constrained settings.
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