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Executive summary

Purpose of the guideline1

Severe acute malnutrition affects nearly 20 million preschool-age children, mostly from the World 
Health Organization (WHO) African Region and South-East Asia Region. Malnutrition is a significant 
factor in approximately one third of the nearly 8 million deaths in children who are under 5 years 
of age worldwide (1). WHO established guidelines for the treatment of severe acute malnutrition 
in 1999 and Member States have requested WHO to update their 1999 document Management 
of severe malnutrition: a manual for physicians and other senior health workers (2). This guideline 
presents the updated evidence and practice for key interventions and will also serve to inform 
revisions of the manual. This guideline does not reflect all WHO recommendations related to the 
management of children with severe acute malnutrition but only those related to areas that were 
prioritized by the guideline development group: the WHO Nutrition Guidance Advisory Group – 
Subgroup on Nutrition in the Life Course and Undernutrition 2010–2012. This group reviewed the 
previously published guidelines and indicated the areas of care and specific recommendations that 
should be revised first in the process of updating all WHO recommendations. Relevant standing 
recommendations are included adjacent to updated recommendations, to contextualize updated 
recommendations. Other WHO recommendations will be addressed in future guideline updates.

Guideline development methodology

WHO has developed the present evidence-informed recommendations using the procedures 
outlined in the WHO handbook for guideline development (3). The steps in this process included: 
(i) identification of priority questions and outcomes; (ii) retrieval of the evidence; (iii) assessment of 
the quality of evidence and synthesis of the findings; (iv) formulation of recommendations, including 
future research priorities; and (v) planning for dissemination, implementation, impact evaluation 
and updating of the guideline. The Grading of Recommendations Assessment, Development and 
Evaluation (GRADE) methodology was followed to prepare evidence profiles related to preselected 
topics, based on up-to-date systematic reviews. The WHO Nutrition Guidance Advisory Group – 
Subgroup on Nutrition in the Life Course and Undernutrition 2010–2012, comprised content experts, 
methodologists, representatives of potential stakeholders and consumers. These experts, together 
with external resource people, participated in three WHO technical consultations, held in Geneva, 

1 This publication is a WHO guideline. A WHO guideline is any document, whatever its title, containing WHO recom men-
dations about health interventions, whether they be clinical, public health or policy interventions. A recommendation 
provides information about what policy-makers, health-care providers or patients should do. It implies a choice 
between different interventions that have an impact on health and that have ramifications for the use of resources. A full 
guideline is one that provides complete coverage of a health topic or disease. It is expected to include recommendations 
in relation to all aspects of the topic (e.g. surveillance, diagnosis, public health and clinical interventions) and to be fully 
based on systematic reviews of the evidence for each aspect. All publications containing WHO recommendations are 
approved by the WHO Guidelines Review Committee.
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