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Health inequities and clustering of fever, ")
acute respiratory infection, diarrhoea and
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middle-income countries: a Demographic
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Abstract

Background: Pneumonia, diarrhoea and malaria are responsible for over one third of all deaths in children under
the age of 5 years in low and middle sociodemographic index countries; many of these deaths are also associated
with malnutrition. We explore the co-occurrence and clustering of fever, acute respiratory infection, diarrhoea and
wasting and their relationship with equity-relevant variables.

Methods: Multilevel, multivariate Bayesian logistic regression models were fitted to Demographic and Health
Survey data from over 380,000 children in 39 countries. The relationship between outcome indicators (fever, acute
respiratory infection, diarrhoea and wasting) and equity-relevant variables (wealth, access to health care and rurality)
was examined. We quantified the geographical clustering and co-occurrence of conditions and a child’s risk of
multiple illnesses.

Results: The prevalence of outcomes was very heterogeneous within and between countries. There was marked
spatial clustering of conditions and co-occurrence within children. For children in the poorest households and
those reporting difficulties accessing healthcare, there were significant increases in the probability of at least one of
the conditions in 18 of 21 countries, with estimated increases in the probability of up to 0.23 (95% Crl, 0.06-0.40).

Conclusions: The prevalence of fever, acute respiratory infection, diarrhoea and wasting are associated with equity-
relevant variables and cluster together. Via pathways of shared aetiology or risk, those children most disadvantaged
disproportionately suffer from these conditions. This highlights the need for horizontal approaches, such as
integrated community case management, with a focus on equity and targeted to those most at need.
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Background

Over a third of all deaths in children under 5 years old
in low and middle sociodemographic index countries are
either from lower respiratory infections (including pneu-
monia) (estimated as 16% of deaths in under 5 s), diar-
rhoea (11%) or malaria (7%) [1]. Furthermore, around
45% of childhood deaths are associated with undernutri-
tion [2]. In the era of universal health coverage (UHC),
many of these deaths could and should be prevented by
prompt diagnosis and treatment. Whilst accurate diag-
nosis and treatment is complicated by multiple aetiol-
ogies, there are effective treatments available: antibiotics
for pneumonia, oral rehydration therapy for diarrhoea
and antimalarials for malaria.

The landscape of child health in these countries is
strongly shaped by inequities in risk and access to qual-
ity timely healthcare. These inequities often compound:
those most at risk are also those who have greatest diffi-
culty accessing timely, high-quality healthcare [3]. Socio-
economic inequalities lead to differing survival rates in
children [4], and poverty is known to be associated with
fever [5], malaria [6], pneumonia [7], diarrhoea [8] and
malnutrition [9]. There is evidence that, presumably due
to shared aetiologies or risk factors, these illnesses often
co-occur (e.g. [10]) and that inequities in treatment ac-
cess [11] are also associated with risk and negative
health outcomes.

Implementing healthcare packages that account for
co-occurrence of illnesses and these sources of inequity
is therefore imperative [12], and equity-focussed efforts
are being championed by the WHO and UNICEF: in-
cluding a policy recommendation for integrated commu-
nity case management (iCCM) [13] where community
health workers (CHW:s) are trained to diagnose and treat
malaria, pneumonia and diarrhoea, or refer cases if se-
vere and also to recognise malnutrition. Vaccination can
also target inequality [14], and GAVI-supported distribu-
tion of vaccines against rotavirus, pneumococcal disease
and Haemophilus influenzae type b (Hib) is bolstering
coverage in the poorest countries.

To ensure that horizontal approaches to child health
— ones that address a wide range of health issues, such
as iCCM — have maximum impact, it is important to
understand how co-occurrence, inequality and common
risks influence child health in low-resource settings.
Demographic and Health Surveys (DHS) are a set of na-
tionally representative household surveys providing
linked measures of equality and health outcomes across
many countries [15]. Within the standardised question-
naire that surveys mothers about their children under
five, there are questions about whether fever, acute re-
spiratory infection (ARI) or diarrhoea occurred in the
past 2 weeks [15] and a question aimed at measuring
malnutrition (moderate or severe wasting). These
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outcomes are closely related to the major childhood
causes of mortality (malaria, diarrhoea, pneumonia, mal-
nutrition), although there is considerable overlap in the
symptoms of specific illnesses. Our study leverages these
large, standardised DHS datasets to determine co-
occurrence and clustering of fever, diarrhoea, ARI and
wasting. It also probes the relationship between their co-
occurrence, equity-relevant variables and risk across 39
low- and middle-income countries (LMICs). The ana-
lysis explores how these relationships vary between and
within countries and across conditions.

Methods

Summary estimates of prevalence and the occurrence
of multiple conditions were calculated from the sur-
vey data. Raw estimates were adjusted to account for
DHS survey design. We fitted a multilevel, multivari-
ate (four outcome) Bayesian logistic regression to ex-
plore the relationship between fever, ARI, diarrhoea
and wasting and key equity-related variables of inter-
est, adjusted for many known confounding variables
and risk factors. Models were fitted separately for
each country since the volume of data in each coun-
try meant a pooled analysis fitted in a hierarchical
framework across all countries would not meaning-
fully differ. In the case of India, the survey was so
large that, for computational reasons, fitting was per-
formed at the first administrative unit (state) level.
We selected DHS surveys with data collected after
and including 2010, in countries currently classified
as LMICs by The World Bank (N = 39, Additional
file 1).

Response variables

Four response variables of interest were extracted from
the DHS datasets. These were (1) fever, (2) ARI, (3) diar-
rhoea and (4) wasting. These measures are recorded
from questions to the child’s mother regarding fever,
ARI (fast, short, rapid breaths or difficulty breathing) or
diarrhoea and a measure of wasting (moderately or se-
verely wasted: number of children whose weight-for-
height z-score is below minus 2 (- 2.0) standard devia-
tions (SD) below the mean on the WHO Child Growth
Standards) [15]. All measures were binary, indicating
whether a child under the age of five had exhibited
symptoms of each condition during the 2 weeks preced-
ing the survey (fever, ARI and diarrhoea) or whether
they were wasted. Throughout, we follow DHS conven-
tion and refer to the “prevalence” of each condition as
the proportion of children exhibiting symptoms during
this 2-week window or, in the case of malnutrition, be-
ing scored as moderately or severely wasted at the time
of the survey.
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Covariates
The model for each country included a set of covariates
which can be split into two groups: “covariates of inter-
est” for this analysis (which were equity-focussed) and
control covariates shared for all responses (“shared co-
variates”). Shared covariates were selected on the basis
of being known risk factors [16—21] that were available
in the DHS data. DHS survey-cluster (where there were
typically 25-30 households per cluster) information was
included as a group-level (random intercept) covariate.
Covariates of interest were equity-relevant variables: (i)
DHS wealth index quintiles (poorest, poor, middle,
wealthy and wealthiest), which is a composite measure
of a household’s living standard and is estimated on a
country-specific basis, accounting for urban/rural differ-
ences, and (ii) whether the mother of children reported
that distance and/or cost led to serious problems acces-
sing health care when she was ill, which we consider a
direct proxy for their child’s healthcare access. Access
was coded as a problem if the mother indicated that ei-
ther distance or cost led to serious problems accessing
health care, and (iii) location (urban or rural), which is
determined on a country-specific basis and is known to
be a complex composite determinant of health [22].
Shared covariates included in the model were (i)
child’s age (years), (ii) mother’s education (no education,
primary, secondary or higher), (iii) birthweight (below
average, average or above average), (iv) mother’s age at
birth (10-19, 20-29, 30-39, 40-49, 50-59, 60+ years),
(v) sex (female/male), (vi) month of survey, (vii) whether
the child slept under a bed net the previous night (not
available/collected for all countries, 7 missing), (viii) type
of toilet (unimproved or improved), (ix) type of water
source (unimproved or improved), (x) cooking fuel used
(solid, clean or none) and (xi) proportion of children
fully vaccinated (with fully vaccinated defined as those
with record of 1 BCG, 3 DTP, 3 Polio and 1 measles vac-
cination and summarised at the first administrative unit
level). For each survey, we included all children aged be-
tween 0.5 and 5 years and dropped any covariates with
10% or more missing observations and then selected all
children with complete response and covariate data.

Model formulation

Presence or absence of a given condition was encoded
by a binary response variable y. For each condition, h,
considered, we modelled the outcome for individual i in
cluster j as,

i ~Bernoulli (Phij ) . (1)

The logit link function is used to associate probability
(Py;;) with the linear predictor npg,
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where B, is the fixed intercept for response h and py; is
the group-level intercept for response h in cluster j. For
q covariates, By, an effect size (slope) for covariate k,
condition h and xy; is a covariate corresponding to the
kth effect size (slope) in the model for condition h in in-
dividual i in cluster j. Group-level coefficients are as-
sumed to be correlated between responses, y, such that

Hy ~ MVN(0, Qg), (4)

where MVN is a multivariate normal distribution, with
covariance matrix Q¢ (For further details, see Additional
file 2). Model convergence and goodness of fit tests were
performed for all models (Additional file 2).

Predicted difference in the probability of having a
condition

To assess the impact of equity-relevant variables in
model fits, we estimated the difference in posterior pre-
dicted probabilities of a child having a condition be-
tween the poorest and wealthiest households, between
those with and without difficulties accessing the nearest
health facility and between those living in rural and
urban locations. Posterior predictions from the model
are made based on fitted predictions across posterior
samples keeping all covariates apart from the covariate
of interest fixed at their median value. We identified
trends with strong evidence as those where the probabil-
ity that there was no difference was less than 1%.

Clustering
Spatial clustering of conditions at the survey cluster level
was quantified by estimating Moran’s I statistic — a

measure of how similar estimates close to each other are
— from the raw survey data of each condition within
countries using the ape package in R [23]. We also esti-
mated the expected probability of having more than one
condition under the assumption that conditions were in-
dependent (Additional file 2).

Results

A total of 380,357 individual child records from 39
countries were included in the analysis. This sample in-
cluded 70,625 instances of fever (18.8% prevalence), 46,
655 instances of diarrhoea (12.5%) and 16,029 instances
of ARI (4.3%) in the 2 weeks preceding the survey and
51,238 instances of wasting (13.5%) (Table 1, Fig. 1A).
There was substantial variation in country-level
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Table 1 Summary of survey data. Country-level survey estimates of the prevalence of each condition and the percentage of

children reporting N conditions. Here, ranges show 95% binomial confidence intervals (95% Cls)

Country N Prevalence (%, 95% Cls) N conditions (%, 95% Cls)
Fever ARI Diarrhoea Wasting 1 3 4
Angola 5150 166 (15.2,179) 34 (28,41) 170(155,184) 52 (44,60) 219 (203,234) 80(70,89) 14(09, 1.8 00(00,0.7)
Bangladesh 5900 37.7 (36.1,394) 53 (45,6.1) 56 (4.7, 66) 140 (129,152) 36.3 (34.7,380) 10.7 (96, 1.5(1.2,19) 0.1 (00,02
11.8)
Benin 10,099 20.1(19.3,209) 29 (25,32 109 (10.2, 11.5) 4.8 (4.3,5.2) 224 (215,232) 6.2 (5.7,6.7) 1.1(09,14) 0.1(00,02)
Burkina Faso 5401 223(21.1,235) 19(15,23) 162 (15.1,17.2) 148 (13.8,158) 26.7 (25.5,280) 106 (9.7, 22(1.8,26) 0.1(00,03)
11.5)
Burundi 5316 43.1 (41.7,446) 73 (6.6, 8.1) 239 (22.7,252) 52 (45,58) 356 (34.1,37.0) 163 (152, 35(29,40) 02(0.1,04)
17.4)
Cambodia 3850 299 (28.1,31.8) 62(53,7.2) 134(120,148) 93 (82, 10.5) 27.2 (254, 29.0) 11.3 (100, 28(2.1,35) 02(00,04)
12.6)
Cameroon 3672 179 (165,194) 1.0(0.7,14) 129(116,142) 40 (3.3,4.8) 229 (213,245) 57 (48,66) 05(03,08 00 (00,00
Chad 8460 24.0 (229,252) 79(7.2,87) 232 (220,244) 13.0(12.1,138) 255(243,266) 134 (124, 46 (4.0,52) 05(04,07)
14.4)
Comoros 1869 214(19.1,237) 27(19,36) 176(155,198) 103(87,11.9 279(254,304) 92 (76,108 1.9 (1.1,26) 0.1 (0.0,0.2)
Cote d'lvoire 2550 29.8 (274, 32.1) 3.9 (3.0,4.9) 209 (189, 229) 7.1 (5.8,84) 256 (234, 27.7) 137 (119, 27 (19,36) 0.1(00,02)
15.5)
DRC 6209 319 (303,335 66(58,7.5) 186 (17.3,20.0) 7.5 (6.6, 84) 32.0(304,336) 127 (116, 23(18,27) 0.1(00,02)
13.9)
Egypt 11,706 27.0 (26.0,27.9) 14.2 (135, 14.0 (133, 14.8) 80 (7.5, 86) 250 (24.0,259) 133 (125, 3.7 (33,4.1) 02(0.1,03)
15.0) 14.0)
Ethiopia 7523 150 (13.8,16.1) 68 (6.0,76) 125(114,136) 9.2 (82,102) 213 (200,227) 6.7(59,75)  25(20,3.1) 03(0.1,04)
Gabon 2569 263 (235,29.1) 93(74,11.2) 179(155,203) 34 (23,44) 30.1 (27.2,33.1) 103 (84, 20(1.0,29) 00 (00,00)
12.3)
Ghana 2324 152 (135,169) 3.7 (27,47) 124(108,139) 46 (34,58) 224 (203,245) 53(43,63) 09(05,1.3) 00(00,0.)
Guinea 2933 164 (150, 17.9) 21 (15,27) 125(11.2,13.8) 85 (74,96) 25.1 (234, 268) 6.0 (5.0, 6.9) 0.8 (04,12) 0.0 (0.0, 00)
Haiti 4858 348 (33.2,364) 109 (938, 22.1(20.7,235) 32(27,38) 350 (334,366) 140 (128, 26(2.1,3.1) 0.1(00,02)
11.9) 15.2)
India 187,195 133 (13.1,136) 28(27,29) 9.2(90,93) 20.1 (19.8,203) 273 (270,276) 65(63,66) 15(14,16) 02(0.1,02)
Kenya 16,508 26.1(25.3,270) 92 (86,98) 16.1(153,168) 4.1 (3.7,4.5) 274 (265, 283) 108 (10.2, 20(1.7,23) 0.1(0.1,02)
11.4)
Lesotho 1083 17.1 (143,199 54(38,70) 129(105,153) 30(1.9,4.1) 196 (16.7,226) 79(60,98) 0.7(0.2,1.1) 02 (0.0, 06)
Liberia 2774 31.2(288,336) 70(57,83) 243(220,265) 66 (52, 79) 30.2 (27.8,326) 144 (126, 28 (20,35 04(0207)
16.3)
Malawi 4607 316(299,332) 58(50,67) 226(210,24.1) 26(2.1,3.2) 30.7 (29.1,324) 126 (114 21(16,26) 0.1(00,0.2)
13.8)
Mali 6906 1(16.1,180) 22(18,26) 187 (176,197) 86 (79, 94) 240 (229,25.1) 81 (74,88) 9(16,23) 0.1(00,02)
Mozambique 7846 3(133,152) 16(13,19) 11.8 (109,127) 5.2 (4.6, 58) 19.7 (186, 20.8) 5.2 (4.6, 5.8) 08 (0.6, 1.1) 0.0 (0.0,0.1)
Myanmar 3541 2 (14 7.7) 3.1(25,37) 109 (9.7,122) 6.5(55,75) 20.7 (19.1,223) 63 (54,7.3) 1.0 (0.7, 14) 0. (00,02
Namibia 1460 295 (268,32.2) 65 (50,80) 233(208,258) 76(6.1,9.1) 26.7 (24.2,29.3) 150 (129, 7(1.8,36) 05(00,1.0)
17.2)
Nepal 2003 219199, 24.0) 29 (2.1,3.7) 7.2 (5.9, 86) 89 (7.6, 10.3) 242 (220,263) 6.6 (54,7.38) 12(0.7,1.7) 00(00,0.1)
Nigeria 9088 274 (263,284) 28(24,32) 138(130,146) 68(6.2,74) 26.7 (256,27.7) 9.1(84,98) 18(1.521) 0.1(0.1,0.2)
Pakistan 3509 400 (37.5,424) 140 (123, 21.1 (190, 23.1) 63 (5.1,74) 296 (27.3,31.8) 180 (16.0, 48 (3.7,60) 03(0.1,05)
15.8) 20.0)
Rwanda 3160 206 (19.1,22.1) 66 (5.7,7.5) 13.5(123,148) 1.9 (14, 24) 20.2 (18.7,21.7) 83(73,93) 19(14,24) 0.1(00,02)
Senegal 5083 13.7 (125, 149) 38 (3.0,45) 156 (143,16.8) 7.7 (6.8, 87) 189 (17.5,203) 79 (6.9, 88) 1.7 (1.3,20) 03(0.1,05)
Sierra Leone 3559 286 (269,304) 5.1 (43,59) 121(109,133) 95(83,106) 276(259,293) 102 (9.1, 21(16,27) 02(00,04)

114)
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Table 1 Summary of survey data. Country-level survey estimates of the prevalence of each condition and the percentage of
children reporting N conditions. Here, ranges show 95% binomial confidence intervals (95% Cls) (Continued)

Country N Prevalence (%, 95% Cls) N conditions (%, 95% Cls)
Fever ARI Diarrhoea Wasting 1 2 3 4
South Africa 928 220(185,254) 43(25,60) 123(95,150) 24(1.1,37) 26,5 (22.8,30.1) 6.1 (40,83) 7(0.1,14) 00 (0.0,00)
Tanzania 7566 8(18.7,209) 39 (33,44) 13.1(12.1,140) 43 (3.7,49) 22.0(209,23.1) 76 (6.9, 84) 3(1.0,16) 00 (00,00)
Timor-Leste 5199 4(12.3,145) 2.1 (16, 25) 106 (96, 11.6) 244 (23.0,258) 293 (279,308) 7.1 (62,79 2(1.7,27) 0.1(00,02)
Togo 2796 245 (22.7,263) 34(27,41) 171 (155,186) 68(58,7.8) 275(256,293) 96(84,109) 15(1.0,19) 02(00,03)
Uganda 3687 394 (376,413) 108 (96, 225(210,24.1) 33(26,39) 323 (305,340) 153 (139, 1(34,48) 02(00,04)
12.0) 16.6)
Zambia 7247 172 (16.1,182) 1.8 (14, 2.1) 164 (154, 17.5) 4.1 (36,4.7) 226(214,238) 70(6.3,76) 1.0(0.7,1.2) 00(00,0.1)
Zimbabwe 4223 144 (13.2,156) 40 (34,4.7) 184 (17.1,19.8) 34 (2.8,4.0) 254(239,269) 65(57,74) 06(04,09) 00 (00,00)
Total 380, 18.8 (18.6, 4.3 (4.2,4.4) 125 (124, 13.5(13.3, 26.6 (26.5, 8.2(8.1,8.3) 1.8(1.8, 0.2 (0.1,
357 18.9) 12.7) 13.6) 26.8) 1.9) 0.2)

estimates of the prevalence of conditions and the per-
centage of children reporting multiple conditions (Table
1, Fig. 1A). Conditions were clustered spatially: the ma-
jority (> 70%) of estimated Moran’s I values were signifi-
cantly greater than one, indicating strong spatial
clustering (spatial autocorrelation) of conditions across
survey-clusters within countries (Fig. 1B). Co-occurrence
of conditions was extremely common. The most com-
mon pairs of conditions were fever + diarrhoea, fever +
ARI and fever + wasting (Fig. 1C), all of which were
more frequently observed than ARI alone.

We observed a greater proportion of children report-
ing more than 1 condition than would be expected if
conditions were independent. The proportions of chil-
dren reporting 2, 3 or 4 conditions were 8.2%, 1.8% and
0.2%, respectively (Table 1, Fig. 2A). There were consist-
ent, large increases (country-level median increase range,
13-104%) in the observed probability of a child report-
ing more than one condition when compared with the
estimated probability under the assumption that condi-
tions occur independently (Fig. 2B). These trends per-
sisted even when fever (the most general and most
paired condition) was removed (Additional file 3).

The impact of household wealth and health facility ac-
cess on the probability of a children having at least one
of the four conditions was marked (Fig. 3, Additional file
4). In 18 countries, children in the poorest households
had a higher risk of at least one of the four conditions
than those in the wealthiest households; in 3 countries,
the relationship was reversed (Fig. 3A). Health facility
access also showed a clear pattern: in 18 countries, hav-
ing difficulty accessing the nearest healthcare facility led
to an increased risk of at least one of the four condi-
tions; one country, Timor-Leste, showed the reverse
trend (Fig. 3B). Furthermore, access to healthcare was
commonly associated with similar trends across multiple
conditions (e.g. Rwanda, Egypt). The relationship with
rurality was less clear with certain countries showing a

higher probability of an illness in rural areas, whilst for
others the probability was higher in urban areas (Fig.
3C). Visual inspection suggested some weak evidence of
fever being more commonly associated with rural loca-
tions and diarrhoea with urban (Fig. 3C, Figure S1C). In
some instances, the effect size was large, exceeding a +
20% increase in risk of illness for children in poorer
households relative to wealthy households (e.g. Gabon),
a + 5% increased risk for children with health facility ac-
cess issues (e.g. Uganda) and a + 10% change in risk for
rural or urban locations (e.g. Burundi versus Togo).

The multivariate structure of the model allows correla-
tions between group-level (i.e. survey-cluster) effects
terms to be compared. The intercept (fixed + group-
level) intercepts (equation 3) can be interpreted as the
cluster-level prevalence of each condition after adjusting
for risk factors (“the adjusted prevalence”). For each
country, we calculated correlations in adjusted preva-
lence across all four conditions using these cluster-level
estimates. After controlling for all variables included in
the regression, there remained consistent positive corre-
lations between the adjusted prevalence of diarrhoea,
fever and ARI (Fig. 4). For diarrhoea + fever, ARI + fever
and diarrhoea + ARI, the posterior median correlation
was positive in 100%, 95% and 91% of comparisons, re-
spectively, and the lower 95% Crl positive in 72%, 70%
and 58% of comparisons, respectively. Associations with
wasting were less clear: for diarrhoea + wasting, ARI +
wasting and fever + wasting the posterior median correl-
ation was positive in 50%, 46% and 64% of comparisons,
respectively, and the lower 95% CrI positive in 7%, 1%
and 11% of comparisons, respectively.

Discussion

In low and middle socioeconomic regions, malaria, diar-
rhoea, pneumonia and malnutrition cause substantial
childhood morbidity and mortality. In our study, we
found that the prevalence of each of fever, diarrhoea,
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Fig. 1 Prevalence, spatial clustering and co-occurrence of conditions. A Average prevalence of ARI, wasting, diarrhoea and fever across all studied
countries. B Estimated spatial clustering as determined by Moran’s | calculated using unadjusted survey data (solid points indicate statistical
difference from zero at 5% level; translucent points indicate no statistical difference). C Frequency of individual conditions and combinations of

ARI and wasting (outcomes associated with malaria,
pneumonia and malnutrition), remain high whilst also
being spatially heterogeneous both within and between
countries. The prevalence of fever was higher than for
diarrhoea, ARI or wasting for all countries except six
(Angola, India, Mali, Senegal, Timor-Leste and
Zimbabwe); this is not surprising given the many under-
lying causes of fever. Burundi recorded the highest
prevalence of fever (43.1%), Liberia of diarrhoea (24.3%),
Egypt of ARI (14.2%) and Timor-Leste of wasting
(24.4%) (Table 1).

The burden of conditions studied was clustered
both geographically and within children, with some
areas and individuals bearing a disproportionate bur-
den. The data showed significant overlap in the
prevalence of fever, diarrhoea, ARI and wasting.
Whilst other studies have showed the large overlap in
outcomes [24], the consistency and strength of group-
level correlations between outcomes, after adjusting
for known risk factors, was striking even when con-
sidering shared aetiologies. There were consistent and
large increases in the probability of a child reporting
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more than one condition when compared with the es-
timated probability under the assumption that condi-
tions occur independently (Fig. 2). These increases
also differed substantially between and within coun-
tries. Co-occurrence of conditions will be driven in
part by shared aetiologies; however, the results here
indicate the importance of shared determinants —
some of which are shown in the equity analysis — in
shaping the burden of illness for disadvantaged
children.

The multilevel logistic regression showed clear trends
of increased risk of fever, diarrhoea, ARI and wasting
with respect to poverty for 18 countries (Fig. 2). DHS
wealth quintiles are informed by a large set of covariates
[25] and are a complex composite indicator, so our ana-
lysis does not resolve specific causal pathways. Nonethe-
less, reasonable links exist for many of the indicators
included. Whilst we expected the poorest to experience
a higher risk [26], the large effect size and persistence
occurrence of such trends for four outcomes and mul-
tiple countries highlights the heightened risk felt by the
most disadvantaged children. For three countries, there
existed counter-intuitive trends in the opposite direction.
Whilst it is not clear why these trends are observed,
there is the potential for reporting bias in the questions
relating to outcomes or for trends to be driven by local-
ised outbreaks of fever, diarrhoea or ARI in specific sur-
vey subpopulations. The wealth indicator may also be
serving as a simplified proxy for the complicated cascade
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that links poverty and health and may therefore not ac-
count for nuances in this relationship. Furthermore, the
wealth index is relative and not directly comparable be-
tween countries, although those countries with counter-
intuitive trends (Tanzania, Burkina Faso, Lesotho) were
not outliers in terms of per-capita GDP.

Access to healthcare showed consistent trends with
risk across outcomes and countries. Using a mother’s
self-reported difficulties accessing the nearest health fa-
cility (physically or due to cost) as a proxy for a child’s
access, it is clear that difficulties accessing healthcare are
associated with higher risk for all four outcomes (Fig. 3).
This may be due to good access being associated with
improved treatment rates impacting transmission and
reducing the number of onward cases. Access to health-
care could also be acting as a proxy for some other
underlying mechanism related to risk (perhaps a general
indicator of health system strength or general infrastruc-
ture in a location).

The urban/rural split was also significantly associ-
ated with risk in many countries (Fig. 3C), although
clear uni-directional trends were absent and the com-
plexity in the contextual factors across so many coun-
tries and multiple conditions makes it difficult to
define key conclusions with respect to location. Previ-
ous evidence is also mixed with rural communities
being more at risk in east Africa [27] and higher inci-
dence of childhood diarrhoea in urban centres ob-
served in southern India, with increased crowding
leading to direct person-to-person transmission a po-
tential urban driver [28].

There remained interesting spatial patterns in the
group-level effects, capturing variability in risk not ex-
plained by the individual-level covariates. These patterns
can be perceived from maps of these effects for a num-
ber of countries (e.g. Burundi, Kenya, Nigeria; Additional
file 5). The persistence of these spatial relationships
across multiple outcomes indicates a non-response spe-
cific driver that has not been adequately captured.
Whilst purely speculation, some missed aspect of pov-
erty, health system strength or infrastructure seem
plausible explanations, although the spatial patterns do
not appear to match well with established maps of pov-
erty [29]. Specific factors may play important roles in
different regions, for example food security (e.g. North-
ern Kenya), HIV prevalence and malaria prevalence (e.g.
the shores of Lake Victoria) and security issues (e.g.
North-Eastern Nigeria).

The countries included in this analysis represent a di-
verse range of contexts across multiple continents. As
such, care should be taken as results may not be repre-
sentative of all LMICs. However, broad trends are con-
sistent and this report facilitates comparisons between
countries as well as within. Of particular interest are
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countries from similar geographical areas or epidemio-
logical contexts that show different patterns. For ex-
ample, Uganda and Burundi show higher prevalence of
conditions, more spatial clustering and more inequitable
distribution than neighbouring Rwanda. Whist identify-
ing specific drivers (for example in this instance these
may include: governance, policy implementation
strength, use of CHWs) for these differences is beyond
the scope of this analysis, comparisons are nonetheless
valuable for highlighting differences for future work.

Other limitations include potentially important influ-
ential factors that were not captured, such as cultural-
or ethnicity-specific practices as well as comorbidities,
such as the HIV status of a child. We did not include
anaemia, another child health-related variable collected
as part of the DHS, as it restricted the sample too
greatly. There was indication of spatial clustering of
areas of poor model fit (Additional file 6). There was
large variation in spatial scale of the analyses, and for
larger areas, we may expect greater spatial heterogeneity.
Country-level differences also influence covariates, such
as wealth and the urban-rural split, which are created or
defined on a country-by-county basis. We did not in-
clude interaction terms in the model, partly to restrain
the computational complexity and partly because of the
covariates of interest in the DHS wealth index estimate
already have rural-urban differences within the
methodology and the interpretation of interaction terms
additional to this was not clear. Furthermore, the urban-
rural classification in the DHS varies by country and
should be interpreted with some caution. Some signifi-
cant relationships observed, given the large number of
country-outcome relationships considered, may be a re-
sult of multiple-testing. Validation studies have shown a
lack of specificity and sensitivity in correctly assessing
child health outcomes [30] and questions regarding the
occurrence of fever, diarrhoea or ARI in the last 2 weeks
are likely subject to potential recall bias which could
interact with outcomes or explanatory variables [31].
The inclusion criteria for covariates and children may
lead to bias in the results if children with missing data
are systematically associated with outcomes of interest.
This issue may be particularly pertinent with respect to
this equity analysis, where those most disadvantaged
may also be more likely to give incomplete or missing
information.

The cycle of inequality and disease risk is a pernicious
trap, likely to self-perpetuate without specific interven-
tion. Those most at risk are also those least able to ac-
cess appropriate healthcare and the impact of morbidity
and mortality feeds back to impact future development
[12]. The results support calls for investments and im-
provement in health system infrastructure. The situation
as it stands does offer an opportunity for synergistic
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impacts if horizontal approaches to healthcare can be
adequately targeted to those most at need. Clustering of
conditions increases the impact of successful targeting of
those afflicted. iCCM is a horizontal approach to health-
care and one specifically targeting inequity. CHWs,
trained under iCCM guidance to diagnose and treat (or
refer) cases of malaria, pneumonia and diarrhoea and
recognise malnutrition, will likely be key in the effort to
expand and target healthcare coverage [16]. The co-
occurrence of illnesses emphasises the need for CHWs
to be trained and facilitated to be able to diagnose, treat
and record patients presenting with multiple aetiologies
to maximise impact.

Conclusions

Despite reductions in childhood mortality being targeted
by the Sustainable Development Goals, the number of
children dying before the age of 5 years remains high.
Many of these deaths are due to pneumonia, diarrhoea
or malaria, are associated with malnutrition and could
be prevented if there was access to timely appropriate
healthcare. In this study, we show that a number of
equity-relevant variables are consistently associated with
increased risk of fever, diarrhoea and/or ARI in children
under five. Targeting interventions based on equity
could therefore play an important role in preventing
childhood deaths.
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