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ABSTRACT

Malnutrition among tribal children in India remains a critical public health issue,
reflecting deep-rooted social, economic, and cultural disparities. Despite significant
strides in healthcare and nutrition programs, tribal populations in India continue to
suffer disproportionately from malnutrition, particularly children. Malnutrition, which
includes undernutrition, micronutrient deficiencies, and stunting, severely hampers the
growth, cognitive development, and overall well-being of tribal children. Various factors,
such as poverty, lack of access to healthcare, poor dietary diversity, and socio-cultural
practices, contribute to the high levels of malnutrition in these communities.

This thematic paper delves into the malnutrition crisis among tribal children in India by
first defining malnutrition and its types. It then examines the current levels of
malnutrition prevalent in tribal areas, supported by data and statistics. The paper
explores the influences of malnutrition, including health outcomes and developmental
consequences, and analyzes the social and economic reasons behind its persistence. By
highlighting government interventions and community-driven solutions, this paper
emphasizes the need for targeted, sustainable approaches to combat malnutrition among
tribal children. The conclusion underscores the urgency of addressing this issue through
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multi-sectoral collaboration and policy reform, which is essential for improving the
health and future of India's tribal children.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Malnutrition is a pervasive challenge in India, especially among the marginalized and vulnerable sections of society,
including the tribal population. Despite numerous government schemes and initiatives aimed at reducing malnutrition,
it continues to afflict a significant portion of tribal children. These children represent one of the most disadvantaged
groups in India, facing a multitude of challenges related to poverty, lack of access to healthcare, inadequate sanitation,
and poor dietary practices.

India is home to over 104 million tribal people, who constitute approximately 8.6% of the country’s population,
according to the 2011 Census. Tribal communities, often residing in remote and isolated regions, have historically been
excluded from mainstream development programs. This has led to a higher prevalence of malnutrition among tribal
children compared to other social groups. The impact of malnutrition is severe and long-lasting, affecting children's
physical growth, cognitive abilities, and future prospects.

This paper seeks to explore the dimensions of malnutrition among tribal children in India. It defines malnutrition,
provides an overview of its prevalence among tribal communities, and delves into the factors that contribute to its
persistence. By examining the socio-economic context, this paper also provides insights into the systemic challenges that
need to be addressed to combat malnutrition in these marginalized communities.
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2. WHAT IS MALNUTRITION?

Malnutrition is a condition that arises from the deficiency, excess, or imbalance of nutrients in a person's diet. It can
manifest in various forms, including undernutrition, which includes stunting (low height for age), wasting (low weight
for height), and underweight (low weight for age), as well as micronutrient deficiencies (lack of essential vitamins and
minerals). Malnutrition also encompasses overnutrition, which is associated with obesity and non-communicable
diseases, though the focus in tribal regions of India remains on undernutrition.

In the context of tribal children in India, undernutrition is the most prevalent form of malnutrition, leading to severe
physical and cognitive developmental challenges. According to the World Health Organization (WHO), malnutrition is
the largest contributor to child mortality globally, with undernutrition being the underlying cause in nearly half of all
deaths of children under five. Inadequate nutrition, especially during the critical stages of growth in early childhood,
weakens the immune system, making children more susceptible to infections and illnesses such as diarrhea, pneumonia,
and malaria.

In tribal areas, the challenges of malnutrition are compounded by factors like food insecurity, limited access to healthcare
services, poor hygiene, and a lack of awareness about balanced diets and child nutrition. These underlying factors
exacerbate the already high rates of malnutrition among tribal children in India.

3. LEVEL OF MALNUTRITION AMONG TRIBAL CHILDREN IN INDIA
Malnutrition among tribal children in India is notably higher than the national average, as reflected in several studies
and government surveys. The National Family Health Survey (NFHS-5), conducted in 2019-2021, reveals alarming rates
of malnutrition in tribal communities, particularly in states with significant tribal populations such as Madhya Pradesh,
Odisha, Jharkhand, and Chhattisgarh. Key indicators of malnutrition include stunting, wasting, and underweight
prevalence, which are all disproportionately high among tribal children.

4. STUNTING
Stunting, or low height for age, is an indicator of chronic undernutrition. According to NFHS-5, the prevalence of stunting
among tribal children under five is significantly higher than the national average. For instance, in Madhya Pradesh, nearly
42% of tribal children are stunted, compared to the national average of 35.5%. This suggests long-term malnutrition,
which can affect a child's physical and cognitive development.

5. WASTING
Wasting, or low weight for height, is an indicator of acute undernutrition. It is a reflection of recent and severe weight
loss, often due to a lack of adequate food intake or an infectious disease. NFHS-5 reports that approximately 22% of tribal
children are wasted, compared to the national average of 19.3%.

6. UNDERWEIGHT
Underweight, or low weight for age, is a composite indicator of both stunting and wasting. Among tribal children, the
prevalence of underweight is markedly higher, with tribal-dominated states showing rates as high as 45%, compared to
the national average of 32.1%.
These figures highlight the grave situation of malnutrition in tribal communities, with tribal children suffering
disproportionately due to the unique challenges they face in terms of access to food, healthcare, and basic services.

7. INFLUENCES OF MALNUTRITION AMONG TRIBAL CHILDREN
The effects of malnutrition among tribal children are multi-faceted, impacting their health, education, and overall well-
being. Malnutrition in early childhood has long-lasting consequences that extend beyond physical health, affecting
cognitive abilities and socio-emotional development.

8. PHYSICAL HEALTH IMPACTS
Children suffering from malnutrition are more prone to infections and diseases due to weakened immune systems.
Common illnesses such as diarrhea, respiratory infections, and malaria are more severe and frequent in malnourished
children. The interaction between malnutrition and illness creates a vicious cycle, where malnourished children fall sick
more often, and illness further exacerbates their nutritional deficiencies.
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9. COGNITIVE DEVELOPMENT
Malnutrition, especially in the first 1,000 days of life, can severely impair brain development. Studies have shown that
malnourished children score lower on cognitive, language, and motor development assessments. This impacts their
performance in school, leading to higher dropout rates and limiting their future opportunities.

10. PSYCHOSOCIAL AND EMOTIONAL DEVELOPMENT
Malnutrition also affects the emotional and social well-being of children. Malnourished children often exhibit higher
levels of anxiety, depression, and behavioural problems. These challenges hinder their ability to engage in social
interactions and affect their mental health over time.

11. SOCIAL AND ECONOMIC REASONS FOR MALNUTRITION AMONG TRIBAL CHILDREN

Several interconnected socio-economic factors contribute to the high levels of malnutrition among tribal children in
India. These factors include:

12. POVERTY
Tribal communities are among the poorest in India, with high rates of unemployment, low incomes, and limited access
to productive resources such as land and education. Poverty is one of the primary causes of malnutrition, as it restricts
families' ability to afford nutritious food, healthcare, and sanitation. The lack of economic opportunities in tribal regions
often forces families to subsist on inadequate and imbalanced diets, leading to chronic malnutrition.

13. LIMITED ACCESS TO HEALTHCARE AND SERVICES
Tribal populations often live in remote and difficult-to-reach areas, where healthcare infrastructure is poor or non-
existent. This geographic isolation limits access to essential health services, including immunizations, prenatal and
postnatal care, and nutrition programs. The lack of healthcare services exacerbates malnutrition by preventing early
diagnosis and treatment of nutrition-related health issues.

14. INADEQUATE DIETARY DIVERSITY
The traditional diets of many tribal communities are often deficient in essential nutrients such as proteins, vitamins, and
minerals. Due to economic constraints and limited agricultural production, tribal families often rely on staple foods like
rice, maize, or millet, with little access to fruits, vegetables, or animal-based foods. This lack of dietary diversity leads to
micronutrient deficiencies, which contribute to malnutrition.

15. CULTURAL AND SOCIAL PRACTICES
Cultural beliefs and practices related to food and nutrition also play a role in perpetuating malnutrition among tribal
children. In some tribal communities, gender-based food allocation practices may prioritize men and boys over women
and girls, leading to higher rates of malnutrition among female children. Additionally, traditional customs surrounding
breastfeeding and weaning can affect infant nutrition, leading to undernutrition in early childhood.

16. LACK OF EDUCATION AND AWARENESS
Low levels of education, particularly among tribal women, contribute to poor nutritional practices. Many tribal families
are unaware of the importance of a balanced diet, proper child feeding practices, and the need for healthcare services.
This lack of awareness prevents the adoption of nutrition-related interventions, exacerbating malnutrition.

17. CONCLUSION
Malnutrition among tribal children in India is a complex and multifaceted issue that requires immediate and targeted
interventions. Despite efforts by the government and various non-governmental organizations to combat malnutrition,
the prevalence of undernutrition, stunting, wasting, and micronutrient deficiencies remains alarmingly high among tribal
populations. The persistent social and economic disparities faced by tribal communities, combined with geographical
isolation and cultural practices, have exacerbated the problem. Government programs such as the Integrated Child
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Development Services (ICDS) and the National Nutrition Mission (Poshan Abhiyaan) must be tailored to the specific
needs of tribal populations, ensuring that interventions reach these marginalized groups. Community-driven solutions,
along with policy reforms, are essential for creating sustainable pathways to reduce malnutrition and improve the health
and future of tribal children in India.
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