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l. Introduction to Public Nutrition
and Health

Health, as defined by the World Health Organisation,
is a foundation for wellness, and public health refers
to the collective action taken by society to protect and
promote the health of whole populations.

Public health nutrition is the field concerned with
promoting good health through the prevention of
nutrition-related illnesses in the population and
implementing government policies to solve these
problems.

The primary mission of public health nutrition is to
maintain optimal nutritional status by preventing
both undernutrition and overnutrition.

Professionals in this field wuse large-scale,
multidisciplinary approaches involving biological,
social, and behavioural sciences to address the
needs of community groups, especially those who are
most vulnerable.

Il. Significance of Public

Nutrition in India

Focusing on public nutrition is critical because
malnutrition is the underlying cause of at least 50
per cent of deaths among children under five
years of age. Current statistics in India reveal an
alarming scenario:

e Low Birth Weight (LBW): Almost one-fifth of
infants are born weighing less than 2.5kg,
which has adverse effects on survival, growth,
and adult health.

e Growth Retardation: Widespread growth
retardation exists among pre-schoolers from
socio-economically disadvantaged families,
with nearly half suffering from mild to
moderate undernutrition.

e Hidden Hunger: A large proportion of the
population  suffers  from  micronutrient
deficiencies (iron, zinc, vitamins A, C, D,
iodine, folic acid, and B12), even if they do not
appear underweight.

e The Double Burden of Malnutrition: India
faces the simultaneous challenge of
undernutrition and a rising trend of
overnutrition. Changes in
lifestyle—becoming more sedentary and
relying on processed/fast foods high in sugar,
salt, and fat—have led to increased rates of
obesity, heart disease, hypertension, and
diabetes.

lll. Understanding Nutritional
Problems: PEM and
Micronutrients

1. Protein-Energy Malnutrition (PEM) PEM is
caused by inadequate intake of macronutrients
(energy and protein) relative to requirements. It is
assessed using anthropometric measurements like
weight-for-age, height-for-age, and weight-for-height:

e Underweight: Weight is less than adequate
for age.

e Stunting: Height is less than adequate for
age (indicates chronic undernutrition).

e Wasting: Weight is not adequate relative to
height (indicates acute undernutrition).

e Severe Forms: Marasmus (severe
deficiency of food and energy) and
Kwashiorkor (primarily protein deficiency).

2. Iron-Deficiency Anemia (IDA) IDA is the most
common nutritional disorder globally, affecting women
in child-bearing age, pregnant women, adolescent
girls, and school children. It occurs when
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haemoglobin production is reduced, leading to low
blood haemoglobin levels.

e Symptoms: Fatigue, lethargy, and shortness
of breath upon exertion.

e Manifestations: General pallor, paleness of
conjunctiva, tongue, and nail beds.

e Impact on Children: Adversely affects
cognitive functions such as attention span,
memory, and concentration.

3. Vitamin A Deficiency (VAD) VAD is a major cause
of preventable blindness and increases susceptibility
to infection.

e Night Blindness: The earliest sign of VAD.

e Xerophthalmia: Progressive stages of eye
damage that can lead to permanent
blindness.

4. lodine Deficiency Disorders (IDD) lodine is
essential for mental and physical growth. IDD is an
ecological phenomenon  often  caused by
iodine-deficient soil.

e Manifestations: In adults, it causes goitre
(enlarged thyroid); in children, it causes
cretinism.

e Pregnancy Risks: Maternal iodine deficiency
can lead to irreversible mental retardation and
congenital abnormalities in the fetus.

V. Factors Related to

Undernutrition

Nutritional status is influenced by a complex web of
interrelated factors at three levels:

1. Immediate Causes (Individual Level):
Inadequate dietary intake and the presence of
disease or infections.

2. Underlying Causes (Household Level):
Insufficient access to food, poor maternal and
child care practices, inadequate health
services, and poor water/sanitation.

3. Basic Causes (Society Level): Economic
factors, agricultural policies, socio-cultural
factors, and political will.

Environmental challenges like lack of safe drinking
water and poor sanitation lead to water-borne
diseases, causing the loss of many working days and

further economic distress.
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V. Strategies and Interventions
to Tackle Malnutrition

India has adopted a multi-disciplinary approach to
eradicate malnutrition, highlighted by the former
Prime Minister's call to treat it as a "matter of national
shame".

1. POSHAN Abhiyaan (PM’s Overarching Scheme
for Holistic Nutrition) Launched in 2018, this
mission targets stunting, undernutrition, anemia, and
low birth weight. It strives for multi-ministerial
convergence to scale up interventions across all
districts.

www.unidrill.in


https://www.unidrill.in/
http://www.unidrill.in

© UniDrill

CUET Preparation Institute in Delhi

CUET Notes for Home Science
NCERT | Chapter- 02 | Unit - I, Public nutrition and health

2. Direct Short-Term Interventions:

e Integrated Child Development Services
(ICDS): The world’s largest early childhood
programme, providing nutrition, health
education, and pre-school education through
Anganwadis to children (0-6 years) and
pregnant/lactating mothers.

e Food Fortification: Adding essential
nutrients to staple foods, such as iodised salt
or fortifying milk with Vitamins A and D.

e Supplementation: Distributing iron and folic
acid tablets or Vitamin A drops to vulnerable
groups.

3. Indirect Long-Term Policy Instruments:

e Ensuring food security and improving dietary
patterns.

e Poverty alleviation through employment
schemes and the Public Distribution
System (PDS).

e Improving the status of women, education,
and literacy.

VL. Comparing Nutrition
Intervention Approaches

Feature = Medicinal/Nutrient- Food/Diet-Based
Based

Primary Therapeutic Prevention of

Use treatment of deficiencies for the
existing general population.
deficiencies.

Sustain  Low; requires High; focuses on
ability constant long-term  dietary
distribution of changes.

supplements.

Cost-Ef Can be expensive Highly
fectiven and difficult to cost-effective with
ess cover all areas. wide coverage.

Toxicity Carries a risk of No risk of
Risk overdose or overdose.
toxicity.

Strategi Supplementing Fortification, home
es Vitamin A, Iron, gardening, and
Folic Acid. dietary

diversification.

The long-term goal for public nutrition is to shift from
supplementation toward sustainable food-based
approaches.

VIl. Health Care System in India

Health is a fundamental human right, and the
government is responsible for providing medical care
and health promotion services. In India, this is
organised into three levels:

1. Primary Level: The first point of contact for
individuals/families with the health system,
delivered through Primary Health Centres
(PHCs).

2. Secondary Level: Handles more complex
problems through District Hospitals and
Community Health Centres (CHCs), which
serve as the first referral level.
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3. Tertiary Level: The highest level for the most
complex health problems. Examples include
medical college hospitals, specialised regional
hospitals, and AIIMS.
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VIIl. Preparing for a Career in
Public Nutrition

A public health nutritionist (or community nutritionist)
must be well-trained in nutritional science,
assessment, and programme management.

Educational Pathways:

Step 1: Complete 10+2.
Step 2: Obtain a B.Sc. in Home Science or
Nutrition/Food Technology.

e Step 3: Pursue an M.Sc. in Food Science and
Nutrition or a related field for specialisation.

e Teaching/Research: Qualifying for the UGC
National Eligibility Test (NET) and obtaining
a Ph.D. is essential for academic roles.

Core Skills Required:

e Knowledge of nutritional needs throughout the
life cycle.

e Ability to conduct community surveys and
laboratory research using biochemical
parameters.

Proficiency in educational methods, mass
media, and communication to sensitise

society.

Administrative skills for handling the
registration and implementation of
programmes.
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