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ABSTRACT
Background: World Health Organization (WHO) recommends exclusive breastfeeding (EBF) for the first 6 months of life. However, data on different infant feeding habits and its influence on the growth and health of children under five years is limited. The objective of this study was to evaluate the influence of different types of infant feeding habits on the occurrence of malnutrition, Plasmodium falciparum  parasitaemia and anaemia in children ≤ 5 years in the Mount Cameroon area.
Methodology: A descriptive cross-sectional study was conducted from March to July, 2018. A total of 1227 children ≤ 5 years of age were recruited into the study from Ekona, Muea and Dibanda in the Mount Cameroon area. Plasmodium infection was detected by light microscopy, Socio-demographic factors and the different feeding habits of the children were assessed by the use of semi-structured questionnaire, nutritional status was assessed by the use of anthropometric measurements and an auto haematology analyser was used to measure haemoglobin and anaemia as well as severity were classified based on WHO standards. Associations between variables were assessed using logistic regression analysis.
Results: The mean age of the study participants was 3.1 (1.6) years. The prevalence of exclusive breast feeding was 22.6%, mixed feeding 60.1% and 17.3% of the children were not breastfed at all. The prevalence of malnutrition, P. falciparum malaria and anaemia was 32.6%, 30.4% was and 77.3% respectively. Malnutrition was highest in children who were not breastfed at all, (34%) and least in children exclusively breastfed for 6months (31%).  The prevalence of malaria was least in children exclusively breastfed (16.2%) and highest in children who were not breastfed at all (61.3%). The prevalence of anaemia was highest in children with mixed feeding habits (62.7%) and least for children who were EBF (17.6%). There was no significant difference on the severity of anaemia across the different feeding practices.
Conclusion: Children who were EBF in this study had lower prevalence of malaria, anaemia and were less malnourished as compared to children who were given MF and their counterparts who were not breastfed at all. Exclusive breast feeding should be encouraged in children for up to 6months of age as recommended by WHO.
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