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Abstract 
Childhood malnutrition is a persistent public health issue in India, with nearly one-third of all 

children under the age of five suffering from stunted growth due to chronic malnutrition. 

Malnutrition in India is caused by a complex interplay of factors, including poverty, food 

insecurity, inadequate sanitation and hygiene, lack of access to healthcare, and poor education. 

The consequences of childhood malnutrition in India are profound, including impaired cognitive 

development, increased susceptibility to infectious diseases, and long-term health effects. 

Addressing childhood malnutrition in India will require a comprehensive approach that addresses 

these underlying factors, with investments in education, healthcare, sanitation, and infrastructure, 

as well as targeted interventions to improve access to nutritious food and healthcare for the most 

vulnerable populations. 
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Introduction 
Malnutrition is a condition that occurs when the body does not receive adequate nutrients, 

vitamins, and minerals necessary for growth and development. It is a widespread public health 

problem that affects millions of people worldwide, particularly in developing countries. 

Malnutrition can have severe consequences, including impaired cognitive development, increased 

susceptibility to infectious diseases, and long-term health effects. It can also affect individuals of 

all ages, from infants to adults. 

Malnutrition in developing countries is caused by a complex interplay of factors, including 

poverty, food insecurity, inadequate sanitation and hygiene, lack of access to healthcare, and poor 

education. In India, malnutrition is a significant public health concern, particularly among children 

under the age of five. Nearly a third of all children in India suffer from stunted growth due to 

chronic malnutrition, and the country has the highest number of wasted children in the world, with 

17.3 million children suffering from acute malnutrition. 

Addressing malnutrition in developing countries requires a comprehensive approach that goes 

beyond simply providing food aid. It requires investments in education, healthcare, sanitation, and 

infrastructure, as well as targeted interventions to improve access to nutritious food and healthcare 

for the most vulnerable populations. In this paper, we will explore the causes and consequences of 

malnutrition in India, as well as potential solutions to address this critical public health issue. 

A review of the literature on malnutrition 

The literature review on malnutrition conducted using various methods to collect, select, and 

analyze the relevant literature on the topic. The following are some methods for conducting a 

literature review on malnutrition: 

Systematic review: A systematic review is a method of reviewing literature that involves a 

comprehensive and structured search of various databases, including PubMed, Medline, Scopus, 

and Web of Science. This method aims to identify all relevant studies on the topic and critically 

evaluate the quality of the studies. 

Narrative review: A narrative review is a more traditional approach to conducting a literature 

review, which involves summarizing and synthesizing the findings from multiple studies on the 

topic. This method does not involve a structured search of databases and may not include a formal 

quality assessment of the studies. 

Meaning of Malnutrition 

Malnutrition is a medical condition that results from a lack of proper nutrients, vitamins, and 

minerals necessary for growth and development. It can also occur when the body is unable to 

absorb these nutrients, even if they are available in the diet. Malnutrition can affect people of all 

ages, from infants to adults, and can lead to a wide range of health problems, including impaired 

cognitive development, weakened immune system, anemia, stunted growth, and increased risk of 
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infectious diseases. Malnutrition can be caused by a variety of factors, including poverty, food 

insecurity, poor diet, illness, and other environmental and social factors. It is a significant public 

health problem, particularly in developing countries, where it is often associated with poverty, lack 

of access to healthcare, and inadequate food and water resources. Addressing malnutrition requires 

a multi-faceted approach, including improving access to nutritious food and healthcare, investing 

in education, and addressing underlying social and environmental factors that contribute to the 

problem. 

Types of Malnutrition 

There are two primary types of malnutrition: undernutrition and overnutrition. 

Undernutrition: This type of malnutrition occurs when the body does not receive sufficient 

nutrients, vitamins, and minerals necessary for growth and development. It is commonly associated 

with poverty and is prevalent in developing countries. The primary types of undernutrition include: 

Protein-energy malnutrition (PEM): PEM occurs when the body does not receive sufficient 

protein and energy, leading to stunted growth, weakened immune system, and other health 

problems. It is commonly seen in children under the age of five and is a leading cause of morbidity 

and mortality in developing countries. 

Micronutrient deficiencies: Micronutrient deficiencies occur when the body does not receive 

sufficient vitamins and minerals, leading to anemia, blindness, and other health problems. The 

most common micronutrient deficiencies include vitamin A, iodine, and iron deficiencies. 

Stunting:  

Stunting is a term used to describe a condition in which a child's height or length is significantly 

below the average for their age group. It is often used as an indicator of chronic undernutrition in 

children. Stunting typically occurs during the first 1,000 days of a child's life, from conception to 

the age of two years, and can result in long-term consequences for physical and cognitive 

development. 

Stunting is typically caused by a lack of proper nutrition during this critical period of development. 

This can include a lack of access to nutritious food, poor maternal nutrition, and inadequate care 

during pregnancy and early childhood. Stunting can also be exacerbated by frequent infections, 

poor sanitation, and environmental factors such as pollution. 

The consequences of stunting can be severe and long-lasting. Children who experience stunting 

may have impaired cognitive development, lower IQ scores, and poor school performance. They 

may also be at greater risk for chronic diseases later in life, such as obesity, diabetes, and 

cardiovascular disease. Additionally, stunting can have economic consequences, as individuals 

who experience stunting may have lower earning potential as adults. 

Preventing and addressing stunting requires a comprehensive approach, including improving 

access to nutritious food, promoting good maternal and child health practices, and investing in 

early childhood development programs. Addressing underlying social and environmental factors, 

such as poverty and poor sanitation, is also critical to preventing stunting and ensuring the healthy 

growth and development of children 

Wasting:  

Wasting is a condition characterized by a rapid and severe loss of weight and body mass, typically 

in children under the age of five. Wasting is often caused by a lack of access to sufficient nutrients, 

particularly protein and energy, and can lead to serious health consequences if left untreated. 

Wasting is typically measured by the weight-for-height or weight-for-length indicators, which 

compare a child's weight to their height or length. Children who are found to have a weight-for-

height or weight-for-length that is below a certain threshold are considered to be wasted. 

Wasting is a common complication of acute malnutrition, which can occur as a result of a range 

of factors, including food shortages, famine, natural disasters, and conflict. It can also occur as a 

result of chronic malnutrition, which is caused by a lack of access to nutritious food over a 

prolonged period. 
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The consequences of wasting can be severe and long-lasting. Children who experience wasting are 

at increased risk for mortality, as well as for a range of health complications, including impaired 

cognitive development, weakened immune system, and increased susceptibility to infections. 

Addressing wasting requires a comprehensive approach, including providing children with access 

to sufficient and nutritious food, promoting good maternal and child health practices, and investing 

in early childhood development programs. Addressing underlying social and environmental 

factors, such as poverty and inadequate access to healthcare, is also critical to preventing and 

treating wasting in children. 

Overnutrition: This type of malnutrition occurs when the body receives an excess of calories, 

leading to overweight and obesity. Overnutrition is commonly associated with a high intake of 

fats, sugars, and processed foods, as well as a sedentary lifestyle. The primary types of 

overnutrition include: 

Overweight: Overweight is a condition in which the body has excess body fat, often caused by a 

high-calorie diet and sedentary lifestyle. Overweight can lead to a range of health problems, 

including cardiovascular disease, diabetes, and some cancers. 

Obesity: Obesity is a more severe form of overweight and occurs when the body has an excessive 

amount of body fat. Obesity is a significant public health problem worldwide and is associated 

with a range of health problems, including cardiovascular disease, diabetes, and some cancers. 

Both undernutrition and overnutrition are significant public health problems and require a 

comprehensive approach to address the underlying causes and prevent long-term health 

consequences. 

Why should we care about kid malnutrition? 

There are several reasons why we should care about child malnutrition: 

Health consequences: Malnutrition can have severe and long-lasting health consequences for 

children, including impaired cognitive development, weakened immune system, and increased 

susceptibility to infections. Malnourished children are also at increased risk of mortality, especially 

in developing countries where access to healthcare may be limited. 

Economic impact: Child malnutrition can have significant economic consequences, as 

malnourished children may have lower productivity and earning potential as adults. Additionally, 

the costs associated with treating malnutrition can be substantial, both in terms of healthcare costs 

and lost productivity. 

Social impact: Malnutrition can perpetuate a cycle of poverty and disadvantage, as malnourished 

children may have lower educational attainment and reduced opportunities for economic and social 

mobility. This can have broader social implications, including increased inequality and reduced 

social cohesion. 

Human rights: Malnutrition is a violation of children's human rights, as it deprives them of the 

basic necessities required for healthy growth and development. Ensuring that all children have 

access to sufficient and nutritious food is a fundamental human right, and addressing child 

malnutrition is essential to promoting social justice and equity. 

Overall, addressing child malnutrition is critical to promoting the health, well-being, and rights of 

children, as well as to promoting economic development and social cohesion. It requires a 

comprehensive approach that includes improving access to nutritious food, promoting good 

maternal and child health practices, and investing in early childhood development programs. 

The consequences of the malnourishment 

Malnutrition can have a wide range of consequences, including both short-term and long-term 

effects. Some of the most common consequences of malnutrition include: 

Impaired growth and development: Malnutrition can lead to stunted growth, delayed development, 

and reduced cognitive function in children. This can have long-term implications for educational 

attainment and earning potential, as well as for overall health and well-being. 
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Weakened immune system: Malnutrition can weaken the immune system, making children more 

vulnerable to infections and illnesses. This can result in frequent illnesses, increased 

hospitalizations, and even mortality in severe cases. 

Increased risk of chronic diseases: Malnutrition can increase the risk of chronic diseases such as 

diabetes, cardiovascular disease, and obesity in later life. This is because malnutrition can lead to 

metabolic changes that increase the risk of developing these conditions. 

Poor mental health: Malnutrition can also have negative effects on mental health, including 

depression, anxiety, and behavioral problems in children. 

Reduced productivity and economic potential: Malnutrition can have long-term economic 

consequences, as individuals who experience malnutrition may have reduced productivity and 

earning potential as adults. 

Inter-generational effects: Malnutrition can perpetuate a cycle of poverty and disadvantage, as 

malnourished children may have reduced opportunities for social and economic mobility, which 

can be passed on to future generations. 

Overall, malnutrition can have significant and long-lasting consequences for individuals, families, 

and communities. Addressing malnutrition requires a comprehensive approach that includes 

improving access to nutritious food, promoting good maternal and child health practices, and 

investing in early childhood development programs. By addressing the underlying social and 

environmental factors that contribute to malnutrition, we can promote the health, well-being, and 

potential of individuals and communities. 

Malnutrition measurement 

A weight that is 2 standard deviations below the WHO child development criteria for that particular 

age is considered to be underweight. To put it another way, a kid is considered underweight if their 

Z-score for a specific weight for age is fewer than two standard deviations (SD) from the median 

of the WHO/NCHS kid Growth Standards or References. 

Loss of body weight relative to height is referred to as wasting. In other words, if a child's Z-score 

for a specific weight for height is less than 2 SD from the median of the WHO/NCHS Child Growth 

Standards or References, then the child is said to be wasting. 

Wasting, commonly referred to as "acute malnutrition," is characterised by a sharp decline in a 

child's nutritional status over a brief period of time. The mid-upper arm circumference (MUAC) 

or the weight-for-height nutritional index can be used to measure it in youngsters. Acute 

malnutrition comes in two different degrees of severity: moderate acute malnutrition (MAM) and 

severe acute malnutrition (SAM). 

A height that is more than two standard deviations below the WHO child development standards 

median is considered stunted. To put it another way, a kid is considered stunted if their Z-score for 

a specific height for age is fewer than two standard deviations (SD) from the median of the 

WHO/NCHS kid Growth Standards or References. 

The term "chronic undernutrition" is also used to describe stunting, albeit this is only one of its 

causes. Given that stunting frequently has these detrimental effects, it is frequently linked to 

cognitive impairments such delayed motor development, reduced brain function, and subpar 

academic performance. 

Malnutrition's prevalence in India and its severity: 

Malnutrition is a significant public health problem in India, affecting a large proportion of the 

population, particularly children. According to the National Family Health Survey-5 (NFHS-5), 

which was conducted in 2019, the prevalence of underweight among children under five years of 

age in India was 33.4%, while the prevalence of stunting was 36.7% and the prevalence of wasting 

was 17.3%. 

The burden of malnutrition is not evenly distributed across India, with some states and regions 

being more affected than others. For example, the states of Bihar, Jharkhand, and Madhya Pradesh 

have some of the highest rates of underweight and stunting in the country. Additionally, rural areas 
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tend to have higher rates of malnutrition than urban areas, and children from poorer households 

are more likely to be malnourished than those from wealthier households. 

The consequences of malnutrition are also significant. Malnourished children are more vulnerable 

to infections and illnesses, and are at higher risk of mortality. Malnutrition can also have long-

term effects on cognitive development, leading to poor academic performance and reduced 

economic productivity in adulthood. In addition, malnutrition can have intergenerational effects, 

as malnourished mothers are more likely to give birth to low birth-weight babies, who are at higher 

risk of malnutrition and its associated consequences. 

Given the magnitude of the problem and its consequences, addressing malnutrition is a key priority 

for public health in India. Efforts to reduce malnutrition include improving access to nutritious 

food, promoting good maternal and child health practices, investing in early childhood 

development programs, and improving water and sanitation infrastructure. Additionally, efforts 

are needed to address the underlying social and economic determinants of malnutrition, including 

poverty, gender inequality, and lack of education. 

Various factors work together to keep malnutrition prevalent in Indian communities: 

There are various factors that work together to keep malnutrition prevalent in Indian communities. 

Some of these factors include: 

Poverty: Poverty is a major contributor to malnutrition in India. Poor families may not have enough 

resources to provide their children with adequate nutrition, including access to nutritious food, 

clean water, and proper healthcare. 

Poor maternal health: Poor maternal health during pregnancy can lead to low birth weight and 

malnutrition in infants. Malnourished mothers may also be less able to provide their children with 

adequate nutrition and care. 

Inadequate infant and young child feeding practices: Many infants and young children in India are 

not breastfed exclusively for the recommended six months, and may not receive appropriate 

complementary foods after that time. This can lead to undernutrition and stunting. 

Poor sanitation and hygiene: Poor sanitation and hygiene practices can contribute to the spread of 

infections, which can worsen malnutrition. Children who are frequently sick may be less able to 

absorb nutrients from food. 

Gender inequality: Gender inequality can impact access to healthcare, education, and economic 

opportunities, which can contribute to malnutrition. In some cases, girls may be given less food 

and healthcare than boys. 

Lack of education: Low levels of education can contribute to malnutrition, as individuals may not 

have the knowledge or resources to provide their families with adequate nutrition. 

Addressing malnutrition in India requires a comprehensive approach that addresses these 

underlying factors. This may involve improving access to nutritious food and clean water, 

promoting appropriate infant and young child feeding practices, improving sanitation and hygiene, 

addressing gender inequality, and improving education and economic opportunities. Additionally, 

targeted interventions may be needed to address malnutrition in specific populations, such as rural 

or tribal communities, and to address the nutritional needs of vulnerable groups, such as pregnant 

women and young children. 

Targets and commitments to monitor the elimination of malnutrition: 

There are various targets and commitments at the global and national level aimed at monitoring 

and eliminating malnutrition. Some of these include: 

Sustainable Development Goal 2: The United Nations' Sustainable Development Goal 2 aims to 

end hunger, achieve food security and improved nutrition, and promote sustainable agriculture by 

2030. 

Global Nutrition Targets: The World Health Assembly has set global nutrition targets for 2025, 

which include reducing the number of children under five who are stunted by 40%, reducing the 
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number of children under five who are wasted to less than 5%, and increasing the number of infants 

who are exclusively breastfed in the first six months to at least 50%. 

National Nutrition Mission: The Government of India has launched the National Nutrition Mission 

(NNM), also known as POSHAN Abhiyaan, which aims to reduce the prevalence of malnutrition 

in India by 2022. The NNM focuses on improving access to nutritious food, promoting appropriate 

feeding practices, and improving health and sanitation infrastructure. 

State-level commitments: Several Indian states have made commitments to address malnutrition, 

such as the Chhattisgarh Nutrition Mission and the Maharashtra State Nutrition Mission. 

Corporate commitments: Several companies and organizations in India have made commitments 

to address malnutrition, such as the Tata Trusts' initiative to improve maternal and child health and 

nutrition in tribal areas. 

These targets and commitments provide a framework for monitoring and addressing malnutrition 

in India. However, achieving these targets will require sustained effort and investment, as well as 

a comprehensive approach that addresses the underlying factors that contribute to malnutrition. 

Monitoring progress towards these targets can help to ensure that efforts are effective and targeted, 

and can help to hold governments and other stakeholders accountable for their commitments. 

Conclusion: 

The information and analysis presented above show that malnutrition in all its manifestations is 

alarmingly common in Indian communities and that it is both preventable and treatable. 

Malnutrition has an effect on social and economic development in addition to health. In the context 

of India, a number of significant factors, including poverty, maternal health illiteracy, LBW, 

infections like diarrhoea, the home environment, dietary practises, inadequate hand washing, and 

poor hygiene practises, contribute to the extremely high prevalence of malnutrition. To address 

hunger and improve nutrition, the Indian government has implemented a number of community 

nutritional schemes. In spite of significant obstacles, India has achieved significant strides in the 

past 20 years to combat hunger and undernourishment, but this rate of improvement has been 

intolerably slow, unequal, and many have been left behind. However, India has the potential to 

end malnutrition in all of its forms and make the ambition of the Sustainable Development Goals 

a reality for everyone with consistent prioritisation, increased resource allocation, adoption of a 

comprehensive, coordinated, and holistic approach, good governance, and assistance from civil 

society. 

References 

1. Blössner M, de Onis M. Malnutrition: Quantifying the Health Impact at National and Local 

Levels. WHO Environmental Burden of Disease Series, No. 12. Geneva: World Health 

Organization; 2005 

2. Thang NM, Popkin BM. In an era of economic growth, is inequity holding back reductions in 

child malnutrition in Vietnam? Asia Pacific Journal of Clinical Nutrition. 2003;12:405-410 

3. HUNGaMA: Fighting hunger and malnutrition: The HUNGaMA Survey Report. 2011. 

Available from: https://www.eldis.org/document/A72128 

4. World Bank. India’s Undernourished Children: A Call for Reform and Action. 2019. Available 

from: http://web.worldbank.org/WBSITE/EXTERNAL/COUNTRIES/SOUTHASIAEXT/0, 

contentMDK:20916955∼pagePK:146736∼piPK:146830∼theSitePK:223547,00.html [Accessed: 

05 March 2019] 

5. Global Panel. The Cost of Malnutrition: Why Policy Action is Urgent. 2016. Available from: 

https://glopan.org/sites/default/files/pictures/CostOfMalnutrition.pdf 

6. Rice AL, Sacco L, Hyder A, Black RE. Malnutrition as an underlying cause of childhood deaths 

associated with infectious diseases in developing countries. Bulletin of the World Health 

Organization. 2000;78:1207-1221 

mailto:iajesm2014@gmail.com


International Advance Journal of Engineering, Science and Management (IAJESM) 

ISSN -2393-8048, January-June 2020, Submitted in March 2020, iajesm2014@gmail.com 

  Volume-13, Issue-I  141 

7. Sengupta P, Philip N, Benjamin AI. Epidemiological correlates of under-nutrition in under-5 

years children in an urban slum of Ludhiana. Health and Population; Perspectives and Issues. 

2010;33(1):1-9 

8. UNICEF-WHO-World Bank: Joint Child Malnutrition Estimates – 2019 edition. Available 

from: https://data.unicef.org/topic/nutrition/malnutrition/ 

9. Nelson GC, Rosegrant MW, Koo J, Robertson R, Sulser T, Zhu T, et al. Impact on Agriculture 

and Costs of Adaptation. Washington DC: International Food Policy Research Institute (IFPRI); 

2009 

10. Global Nutrition Report. 2018. Available from: 

https://globalnutritionreport.org/reports/global-nutrition-report-2018/ 

11. National Family Health Survey IV. 2015-2016. Available from: 

http://rchiips.org/NFHS/NFHS-4Reports/India.pdf 

12. The Global Hunger Index. 2018. Available from: https://www.globalhungerindex.org/about/ 

13. Gragnolati M, Shekar M, Gupta MD, Bredenkamp C, Lee YK. India’s Undernourished 

Children: A Call for Reform and Action. Washington DC: The International Bank for 

Reconstruction and Development/The World Bank; 2005 

14. Black RE, Allen LH, Bhutta ZA, Caulfield LE, De Onis M, Ezzati M, et al. Maternal and child 

Undernutrition study group. Maternal and child undernutrition: Global and regional exposures and 

health consequences. The Lancet. 2008;371(9608):243-260 

15. Victora CG, Adair L, Fall C, Hallal PC, Martorell R, Richter L, et al. Maternal and child 

undernutrition study group. maternal and child undernutrition: Consequences for adult health and 

human capital. The Lancet. 2008;371(9609):340-357 

16. Harvard TH. Chan School of Public Health. Top Risk Factors for Child Undernutrition in India 

identified. 2017. Available from: https://www.hsph.harvard.edu/news/press-releases/top-risk-

factors-for-child-undernutrition-in-india-identified/ 

17. Leakage and Corruption in India’s Public Distribution System. 2016. Available from: 

https://www.isid.ac.in/∼epu/acegd2016/papers/DanielOverbeck.pdf 

18. Mishra VK, Retherford RD. Women’s education can improve child nutrition in India. National 

Family Health Survey Bulletin. 2000;15:1-4 

19. Rapid Assessment of RKS and VHSNC in Sikkim. Available from: 

http://www.rrcnes.gov.in/study_report/Final%20RKS%20-%20VHSNC%20Assessment 

20. Preventing Hunger and Malnutrition in India. 2017. Available from: 

https://www.orfonline.org/research/preventing-hunger-and-malnutrition-in-india/ 

21. UNICEF. Child-Marriage. 2019. Available from: https://unicef.in/Whatwedo/30/Child-

Marriage 

22. Swachh Bharat Survey. Swachhta Status in India, July–December 2017. Available from: 

http://www.mospi.gov.in/sites/default/files/publication_reports/Final_Report_Swachha_Status_I

ndia_16oct18.pdf 

23. Swachhta Status Report. Most of Rural India Still Opts for Open Defecation: National Sample 

Survey (NSS) Report. 2016. Available from: 

http://upsccivilservices.com/news_update/662/Most_of_rural_India_still_opts_for_open_defecat

ion_NSS_report 

24. Caulfield LE, de Onis M, Blossner M, Black RE. Under nutrition as an underlying cause of 

child deaths associated with diarrhea, pneumonia, malaria and measles. The American Journal of 

Clinical Nutrition. 2004;80:193-198 

25. Bhutta ZA, Ahmed T, Black RE, Cousens S, Dewey K, Giugliani E, et al. What works? 

Interventions for maternal and child undernutrition and survival. The Lancet. 2008;371(9610):417-

440 

26. Griffiths P, Matthews Z, Hinde A. Gender, family, and the nutritional status of children in three 

culturally contrasting states of India. Social Science and Medicine. 2002;55:775-790 

mailto:iajesm2014@gmail.com

