
 

 

It’s not yet mission accomplished on the 

Centre’s Poshan Abhiyaan 

S.V. Subramanian 

 

While some improvement has been made by the country, efforts to ensure nutritional 

security are more important than ever 

 

It’s been three years since the Government of India launched the Prime Minister’s 

Overarching Scheme for Holistic Nutrition, or Poshan Abhiyaan . The goal was to 

improve the nutritional status of children and adolescent girls, as well as pregnant and 

lactating mothers. The urgency was evident as a clear time-frame of three years was 

set, and five indicators—prevalence of low birthweight, stunting, underweight and 

anaemia among children and women—were identified for substantial improvement. 

The government showed its commitment by putting money where its mouth was; it 

allocated ₹9,046.17 crore for the mission. 

 

The trigger to go on an all-India mission was the disconcerting statistics revealed by 

the fourth National Family Health Survey (NFHS-4, 2015-16) on the above indicators. 

The fact sheets for 342 districts from 17 states and five Union territories (UTs) from 

the NFHS-5, (bit.ly/2WQA51y) conducted in 2019-20, are now out. With the 

exception of prevalence of low birthweight, the just released district fact sheets 

provide data on four of the five Poshan Abhiyaan indicators. So, how have the 342 

districts done with regard to meeting the targets set? 

 

Comparing performance across districts: Of the four indicators, stunting across 

districts improved the most, with 69/342 districts experiencing a decline of more than 

6 percentage points (the Poshan Abhiyaan target) between the two surveys. Child 

https://icds-wcd.nic.in/nnm/NNM-Web-Contents/UPPER-MENU/AboutNNM/PIB_release_NationalNutritionMission.pdf
https://pib.gov.in/newsite/PrintRelease.aspx?relid=199916
http://rchiips.org/nfhs/NFHS-4Reports/India.pdf
https://bit.ly/2WQA51y


underweight followed a pattern similar to stunting with 42/342 districts meeting the 

target. Anaemia, however, is a different story; the Poshan Abhiyaan target of a 9-

percentage-point decline in three years was observed for only 18/342 (women and 

adolescent girls) and 20/342 (children) districts. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Some degree of decline in the prevalence of stunting and underweight was observed 

in nearly half of the districts. At the same time, a little over half of them also 

disconcertingly experienced a reversal. In 74/342 (stunting) and 66/342 (underweight) 

districts, the reversal was of the same magnitude as the target (i.e., 6 percentage 

point), but in the detrimental direction. 

 

Anaemia not only showed minimal improvement across districts, it reversed in 81.3% 

(278/342 for children) and 74.3% (254/342 for adolescent girls/women) of the 

districts. Disturbingly, the reversal was greater than 9 percentage points in 186/342 

(children) and 139/342 (adolescent girls and women) districts. 

The way forward: The following two insights emerging from the data patterns would 

be crucial to consider if India chooses to upgrade and implement Poshan Abhiyaan 

2.0. 

 

https://dataverse.harvard.edu/dataset.xhtml?persistentId=doi:10.7910/DVN/VNFYSP


First, within the same state, there are districts that experienced improvement as well 

as reversal, especially with regards to stunting and underweight findings. It is 

important that an immediate effort is made to learn from both success and failure in 

these districts. Such learning can focus on both the distinct components of the Poshan 

Abhiyaan programme, as well as how synergistically they were implemented. 

 

Second, the fact that a notable number of districts experienced improvement and 

reversal suggests that inequality between districts (even within the same state) has 

increased. This might be an unintended consequence of a concentrated focus on 

certain districts over others in recent years. 

 

Prioritizing certain districts over others is inevitable in any policy formulation and 

implementation. An examination of the districts that experienced substantial 

improvement or reversal, and whether they were priority districts for Poshan 

Abhiyaan or not would be necessary. Learning from this should then be used to 

modify or tweak using other methods for prioritization, both for efficiency as well as 

for promoting geographic equity. Further indicator-specific prioritization is also 

necessary as the data reveals different patterns for anthropometric-based nutritional 

measures of stunting/underweight from the more direct measures of dietary 

deficiency. 

 

Recent evidence also makes it clear that it would be prudent to equally focus on 

within-district variation, in particular between villages. Villages are not only a setting 

for social engagement, but also are the unit where public policies and programmes 

come to fruition for the target population. 

 

The three-year time-frame of Poshan Abhiyaan, incidentally, ended this month. It is 

unclear what the future of Poshan Abhiyaan will be. Regardless, the NFHS-5 data 

makes it obvious that reducing the burden of undernutrition, especially among 

children and women, will need to remain a greater priority than ever before. It is, 

https://dataverse.harvard.edu/dataset.xhtml?persistentId=doi:10.7910/DVN/VNFYSP
https://dataverse.harvard.edu/dataset.xhtml?persistentId=doi:10.7910/DVN/VNFYSP
https://dataverse.harvard.edu/dataset.xhtml?persistentId=doi:10.7910/DVN/ZSH8HR&faces-redirect=true
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0305750X15309669
https://www.livemint.com/Opinion/fPriQPiSkdJb64UWW6mMZI/India-lives-in-her-villages-not-districts.html


therefore, imperative that the government undertakes a rigorous assessment of Poshan 

Abhiyaan, including an exploration of any changes and course corrections that may be 

necessary. 

 

It is critical to remember that these statistics reflect a scenario prior to the covid 

pandemic and the 2020 lockdown. From all accounts, these two events hurt health and 

nutrition services, which are vital to any child’s first 1,000 days and a core feature of 

Poshan Abhiyaan. Whatever form the next phase of India’s mission to eliminate 

undernutrition takes, reversals experienced by a majority of districts on nutrition 

indicators suggest that India needs to make food security a centrepiece of its overall 

development agenda. 

 

Laxmi Kant Dwivedi of International Institute for Population Sciences and Weiyu 

Wang and Weixing Zhang of Harvard Center for Population and Development Studies 

assisted with this article. 

 

S.V. Subramanian is professor of population health and geography, Harvard Center 

for Population and Development Studies. 
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I t’s been three years since the Government of
India launched the Prime Minister’s Overarch-
ing Scheme for Holistic Nutrition, or Poshan
Abhiyaan (bit.ly/2M8EpqR). The goal was to
improve the nutritional status of children and
adolescent girls, as well as pregnant and lactat-

ing mothers. The urgency was evident as a clear 
time-frame of three years (bit.ly/3aNe5wY) was set, 
and five indicators—prevalence of low birthweight, 
stunting, underweight and anaemia among chil-
dren and women—were identified for substantial 
improvement. The government showed its com-
mitment by putting money where its mouth was; it 
allocated ₹9,046.17 crore for the mission.

The trigger to go on an all-India mission was the
disconcerting statistics revealed by the fourth 
National Family Health Survey (NFHS-4, 2015-16 
bit.ly/2M3GmEW) on the above indicators. The 
fact sheets for 342 districts from 17 states and five 
Union territories (UTs) from the NFHS-5 , 
(bit.ly/2WQA51y) conducted in 2019-20, are now 
out. With the exception of prevalence of low birth-
weight, the just released district fact sheets provide 
data on four of the five Poshan Abhiyaan indica-
tors. So, how have the 342 districts done with 
regard to meeting the targets set?

Comparing performance across districts: Of the
four indicators, stunting across districts improved 
the most, with 69/342 districts experiencing a 
decline of more than 6 percentage points (the 
Poshan Abhiyaan target) between the two surveys. 
Child underweight followed a pattern similar to 
stunting with 42/342 districts meeting the target. 
Anaemia, however, is a different story; the Poshan 
Abhiyaan target of a 9-percentage-point decline 
in three years was observed for only 18/342 
(women and adolescent girls) and 20/342 
(children) districts.

Some degree of decline in the prevalence of 
stunting and underweight was observed in nearly 
half of the districts. At the same time, a little over 
half of them also disconcertingly experienced a 
reversal. In 74/342 (stunting) and 66/342 (under-
weight) districts, the reversal was of the same mag-
nitude as the target (i.e., 6 percentage point), but in 
the detrimental direction.

Anaemia not only showed minimal improve-
ment across districts, it reversed in 81.3% (278/342 
for children) and 74.3% (254/342 for adolescent 
girls/women) of the districts. Disturbingly, the 
reversal was greater than 9 percentage points in 
186/342 (children) and 139/342 (adolescent girls 
and women) districts.

The way forward: The following two insights 
emerging from the data patterns (bit.ly/2X2kwUR) 
would be crucial to consider if India chooses to 
upgrade and implement Poshan Abhiyaan 2.0.

First, within the same state, there are districts 
that experienced improvement as well as reversal 

(bit.ly/2X2kwUR), especially with regards to stunt-
ing and underweight findings. It is important that 
an immediate effort is made to learn from both suc-
cess and failure in these districts. Such learning 
can focus on both the distinct components of the 
Poshan Abhiyaan programme, as well as how 
synergistically they were implemented.

Second, the fact that a notable number of dis-
tricts experienced improvement and reversal sug-
gests that inequality between districts (even within 
the same state) has increased. This might be an 
unintended consequence of a concentrated focus 
on certain districts over others in recent years.

Prioritizing certain districts over others is inevita-
ble in any policy formulation and implementation. 
An examination of the districts that experienced 
substantial improvement or reversal, and whether 
they were priority districts for Poshan Abhiyaan or 
not would be necessary. Learning from this should 
then be used to modify or tweak using other meth-
ods for prioritization (bit.ly/3mXwdq1), both for effi-
ciency as well as for promoting geographic equity. 
Further indicator-specific prioritization is also nec-
essary as the data reveals different patterns for 
anthropometric-based nutritional measures of 
stunting/underweight from the more direct meas-
ures of dietary deficiency.

Recent evidence (bit.ly/3nVbXqD) also makes it
clear that it would be prudent to equally focus on 
within-district variation, in particular between vil-
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I  have written earlier in this column about
Indian-American Ajit Pai (no relation to
me), who was made head of the US Federal

Communications Commission (FCC) by
President Donald Trump. Since Pai was
already a serving FCC member since 2012,
his appointment did not need to pass scru-
tiny by the US Senate or Congress. I had
argued at the time that Pai’s appointment
did not augur well for Americans.

Pai is a Republican who holds extreme
right-leaning views on how ‘open’ the inter-
net needs to be. He prefers that the internet
be a ‘free market’ rather than a resource that
is neutrally available to all who seek access to
it. Net neutrality, as per Wikipedia, means
that “Internet service providers and govern-
ments regulating the internet should treat
all data on the internet the same, not dis-
criminating or charging differentially by
user, content, website, platform, applica-
tion, type of attached equipment, or mode of
communication”.

All data over the internet travels in ‘pack-
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SIDDHARTH PAI Those of us who think that the world has
changed inexorably in 2020 due to the pan-
demic, and that the future is all digital, are
missing two important angles. One, the pan-
demic is hopefully beginning to end, with
breakthrough vaccines having been created.
Their distribution will be uneven, though,
and it will take at least two years to vaccinate
the world’s population.

This will drive a return to physical com-
merce; humans are a social species and can-
not confine all their activities to their online
‘avatars’, which businesses like Zoom,
Zomato and Swiggy have relied on for their
2020 growth. These will, no doubt, continue
to do well, but their growth is bound to slow
as the world gets back to normal.

Second, the regulation of Big Tech and
Big Telecom will start looking remarkably
similar the world over, now that the dangers
of collusion and monopoly power are better
understood. Pai now says he will step down
when President-elect Joe Biden takes office.
This would allow for some peeling back of
America’s egregiously non-egalitarian
access to the internet. Also, expect cases filed
against Big Tech firms in other countries.

Sure, do ride the wave for some time, but
be sure to get off in a few months. Oh, and
bye, bye Ajit Pai.

iPhones. Facebook and Google colluded in
a more subtle way, according to leaked
details of the lawsuits, with Google tweaking
its algorithmic engines to move traffic to
Facebook, and Facebook returning the
favour. The good news is that probing and
regulating Big Tech, albeit from different

starting points, is a priority
for both Democrats and
Republicans. The question
is how much they will be
regulated, and how soon.

China’s government has
moved to stymie Jack Ma’s
Alibaba and its allied busi-
nesses like the Ant Group. It
has accused Alibaba,
China’s largest e-commerce
group, of monopolistic
processes. The site has 730
million users and has long
since grown from a simple
e-commerce play into help-

ing its users take small loans, buy insurance
and invest their savings. Ant’s initial public
offer (IPO), which was touted as the world’s
largest ever and was supposed to have come
out last month, has been put on hold. Chinese
regulators want Ma’s businesses restructured
to allow for more competition.

In contrast, countries like China and the
UAE tightly control internet data based on
where it’s coming from and what kind of
information the data packets contain. For
instance, the UAE does not allow subscribers
to make calls over web-based alternatives
such as Viber, instead mandating that voice
over internet protocol traf-
fic can only flow through
home-grown telecom
operators.

The internet world is
already incestuous. Tele-
com providers like AT&T
and Verizon have openly
moved to acquire Time
Warner and Yahoo. There
is now news that the US
justice department, which
is finally rigorously pursu-
ing Big-Tech monopolies,
allegedly has proof that
Apple, Google and Face-
book have separately colluded with one
another to boost advertising spending and
their own revenues, while using what some
consider to be unethical business practices.
For instance, Google paid Apple billions
every year to be the default search engine on
its Safari browser, which is embedded in all

ets’, which can contain anything—voice,
emails, instant messages, advertising,
e-commerce, and news. An open internet
allows for all packets to be treated the same,
regardless of what information the packets
carry or from where they have originated.
Put simply, the principle of net neutrality
stops internet service providers such as
AT&T, Verizon or Jio from manipulating
network traffic for discriminatory purposes.

Pai put an end to all that, to the glee of
both Big Tech and Big Telecom. He dumped
Obama-era net neutrality laws. Despite the
oxygen-like importance of internet access,
not everyone in the US has access to broad-
band, and these rules would slow down
efforts to provide broadband for all. The
Obama administration made attempts to
address this disparity of access, which
included initiatives to develop infrastruc-
ture. Pai cut these measures.

Pai’s rules also allow a carrier such as
Verizon or AT&T to restrict access based on
which businesses are willing to pay them.
For instance, if a web search engine paid
more for services to these providers than
other search engines, then its search results
would be given priority and would reach
consumers sooner than from another
search engine.

Ajit Pai’s exit might restore the US internet’s neutrality

His stepping 
down as FCC 

chief will help 
reverse Trump 
era decisions 

even as Big Tech 
faces worse
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T he year 2020 was, by any measure,
rich in awakenings and reckonings.
None were as earth-shaking as those

forced upon the US, Britain and India. The
pandemic found three of the world’s most
prominent democracies shockingly under-
prepared, and governed by [poor leader-
ship]... In each case, stridently advanced
claims—whether to be a new superpower
(India), to become one again (Britain) or to
provide moral leadership to the world
(US)—were broken on the wheel of an
unforgiving virus. 

The socio-economic challenges before
these countries suddenly seem immense,
greater even than those faced after the
calamity of two world wars. The conven-
tional formulas for national uplift—intensi-
fied mass production of goods and servi-
ces—are no longer enough in the age of
de-industrialization and climate change.
Meanwhile, the promise of the knowledge
economy seems largely deceptive.

But a deeper and more intractable prob-
lem lies in the realm of perception. For the
pandemic revealed the crippling chasm
that exists between reality and the images
cherished by these countries. A future that
represents an appreciable improvement
over the present will remain elusive unless
the diminished democracies develop less
grandiose and more pragmatic self-images.

In the conventional, widely celebrated
idea of India, the country brims with demo-
cratic virtues and seems destined to out-
pace China and take its place among the
great Western powers. “India is not simply
emerging,” then-President Barack Obama
claimed in 2010, “India has emerged.” This
vision, hardened into an unassailable con-
sensus by politicians, businessmen and
journalists, ignored the country’s unre-
solved contradictions of social and eco-
nomic inequality, as well as its inept
bureaucracies, dodgy bankers, defaulting
businessmen, venal politicians and timo-
rous journalists.

In Britain, the dream of imperial power
and self-sufficiency grew more intense
even as the country became more parasitic
on inbound flows of financial capital. The
final and shattering delusion was Brexit, a
perfect act of national self-harm. 

In the US, decades of political dysfunc-
tion, endless wars, economic crises and
intolerable inequality culminated in four
disastrous years of Donald Trump.

In all three cases, the political class and,
to a damaging extent, the mainstream
media and intelligentsia tried to keep up
appearances long after they had frayed.
Thus, Obama could write, a month before

Trump’s election in 2016, that for Ameri-
cans there had never been a greater time to
be alive. In Britain, an alliance of right-
wing politicians and journalists won a mas-
sive electoral endorsement for their fiction
that liberation from the EU would unleash
their country’s world-beating prowess.
Prime Minister Narendra Modi success-
fully kept up his rhetoric of regaining
Hindu pride and glory long after his policy
of demonetization had compromised
India’s economy. All nations are imagined
communities. But they lose sight of their
essential tasks and restrict their scope of
action if they imagine themselves too
extravagantly.

India today would be more resilient had
it resisted irrational exuberance and diag-
nosed and repaired early such structural
weaknesses as a poorly educated and under-
fed labour force and underinvestment in the
rural sector. Likewise, Britain’s fate as a
country that no longer makes enough goods
desired by the world need not have been so
bleak. The US would not be a society
divided into insulated winners and angry
losers had it not believed its own rhetoric
about the unimpeachable virtues of its lib-
eral capitalist system after the collapse of
the Soviet Union. Stagnation and decline
had already set in by the 1990s, and the tril-
lions of dollars spent on military capabilities
and democracy-promotion abroad could
have been used to stem inequality at home,
or at least to bring public healthcare in line
with other rich countries. 

Illusions of grandeur are  flourishing
again [as 2020 ends]. The British govern-
ment [promises] a windfall of “sovereignty”
as Britain leaves the EU on 1 January. India
has started to hope again that it can replace
China as a [global manufacturing hub]. The
incoming Biden administration is broad-
casting its intention to have the US lead the
world again.... With stricken nations, as with
individuals, a new and better life becomes
possible only after obsolete and unsafe ideas
about self are discarded. Admittedly, coun-
tries cannot overnight abandon the self-flat-
tering narratives that they have long gener-
ated for external consumption. Neverthe-
less, the great democracies would do well in
the new year to adhere to a principle that
underpins one of the world’s most gainful
businesses: Do not get high on your own
supply. ©BLOOMBERG

The world’s most prominent 
democracies need humility

The US, Britain and India could do with more realistic self-images

The world’s great democracies seem high 
on their own supply AP

lages (bit.ly/2JnFH0a). Villages are not only a set-
ting for social engagement, but also are the unit 
where public policies and programmes come to 
fruition for the target population.

The three-year time-frame of Poshan Abhiyaan,
incidentally, ended this month. It is unclear what 
the future of Poshan Abhiyaan will be. Regardless, 
the NFHS-5 data makes it obvious that reducing 
the burden of undernutrition, especially among 
children and women, will need to remain a greater 
priority than ever before. It is, therefore, impera-
tive that the government undertakes a rigorous 
assessment of Poshan Abhiyaan, including an 
exploration of any changes and course corrections 
that may be necessary.

It is critical to remember that these statistics 
reflect a scenario prior to the covid pandemic and 
the 2020 lockdown. From all accounts, these two 
events hurt health and nutrition services, which 
are vital to any child’s first 1,000 days and a core 
feature of Poshan Abhiyaan. Whatever form the 
next phase of India’s mission to eliminate under-
nutrition takes, reversals experienced by a major-
ity of districts on nutrition indicators suggest that 
India needs to make food security (bit.ly/3rt7fmd) a 
centrepiece of its overall development agenda.

Laxmi Kant Dwivedi of International Institute for
Population Sciences and Weiyu Wang and Weixing 
Zhang of Harvard Center for Population and Devel-
opment Studies assisted with this article.

A mixed bag 
India saw some improvement on the parameters of stunting and underweight children but 
anaemia needs special attention (numbers in bars indicate districts).

Anaemia
(women)

Anaemia
(children)

Underweight
(children)

Stunting
(children)

Stunting/
Underweight

Colour key

Anaemia

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Source: National Family Health Survey

Improved Reversed

<-6%

>-9% >9%

>6%-6% to -4%

-9% to -6% -6% to -3% -3% to 0% 0% to -3% 3% to 6% 6% to 9%

-4% to -2% -2% to 0% 0% to 2% 2% to 4% 4% to 6%

69 36 32 29 27 7443 32

42

20

18 1393320 21 29 3151

18613 14 17 28 23 41

26 44 48 30 6646 40

PARAS JAIN/MINT

TUESDAY, 29 DECEMBER 2020 
NEW DELHI 13


