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Growth charts — WHO standanrds versus India crafted

igh levels of child undemutrition have
been a persistent problem in India. It
s well recognised that the
determinants of undermustrition are
multiple, and indude food intake, distary
diversity, health, smitation, women's stabus and
the Mrm:l‘lmgmrllm af prerty. The must

hesight-frar-age (stursting ichromic undernutrition)
and weeight-for-height (wasting/acute
undernutrition). Monitoring these is key to
tracking progress in terms of actual outcomes.
Indic, like most other countries, uses the globally
accepted World Health Organization (WHO)
Growith Sandands o meassme malmstrition.

, there i an emergent debate ona
mumber of isues related to the vee of these
growth standards in India, some of which ame
discussed below.

n vsing the MGHRS as the base
The WHO standamds are based on a Multicentre
Growih Reference Study (MGRS) that was
conducted in gix countries between BT amd
2003 {Braxl, Ghano, India, Norway, Cmam and
the United States). The purpose was to determine
the pattern of growth (from birth o e years) of
children who did not face any known deficiendes
in thesir enwiranments. The references that were
presvionsdy weed (WHO-Mational Cemer for Health
Stafistics references) were based on children only
from the LLS., many of whom were not breastfed
‘bt Barmush-fed. The MGRS took a prescriptive
approach, with the specific aim of setting growth
‘standards’ (how children ought 1o grow,
provided they have a healthy environment) and
ot growih references’ thow children of the
reference group growl. The sample for Indiain
the MGES was drawn from a st of privileged
henssehokls ving in South Delbi, of children who
met all the eligibility criteria for the study
including harving a *Ervourable” growth
emvironment, being breast-fed and having
mn-:rlmhngrlmt
r:smd'mr:nfmhmﬂe:na]pedchh
from ather aareeys for Indi sugpest that these
stamdards cverestimate undemutrition. However,
wensld cnly be valid if these coukl
sampiles that meet all the criteriy af a Evourable
emviromment for growth, as defined by the MGRS.
As it happens, an adequate number of equivalent
samples are difficult to find in large-scale sareys
im Il giveen: the bhigh levels of ineguality as well
& the umderrepresentation of the rich in these
datasets. For instance, even among children
lsme- 28 momt hesh n househokls of the fighest
quindile in Natiorn Pamily Health Survey
(MNFHSFS (2009-21), only 12.7% meet the
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l:\eﬁru:d Ty WHO. While almest all mothers in the
MGERS ample had completed more than 15 years
of education {in 2063001, 54.7% of women in
BFHS-5 had completed 12 or mors years of
schooling.

Such comparisons cowld als be mideading
because the shudy norms of the WHO-MGRS were
wery different from thess prevalence studies. For
eximple, the MGERS included i compinent of
counselling to ensure appropriate feeding
practices, which is ohvisusly missing in the NFHS
or Comprehensive Natonal Nutrition Sarvey. In
Eact, ance it is understood that the MGRS sample
wils for the purpose of setting prescriptive
standards, most of the sampling concerns are
resabeed. Some farther Eases mised vis-g-vs the
MGES methodology such as pooling of data from
different countries hive been discussed in detail

in the study reparts.

Genetic growth, other concerns

Another impartant set of xwes with regard o
using the MGRS standards is the difference in
penetic growth potential of Indians with respect
o others and the influence of moternal heights
on child growth. At an indivicha] kevel, matermal
beight i undeniably a non-modifiable factor for
the growth of her child. Therefore, there i a
guestion of how much improvement is possible in
one geperation, ifat all. However, low average:
mabernal heights are themsehes a reflection of
the intergenerational transmission of poverty and
posar status of women, , il IMHEASLITE
ofan environment of deprivation. An appropriate
indicator of a deficient environment, such as

potential overfesding of misdassified children
under programmes of the govermment
introduced to address undermetrition, therehby
resulting in an increase in overweight and
obesity. This i a waorry, given the increasing
burden of mon-communicable dissases (NCD=) in
India. Nevertheless, given the distary gaps that
chikdren have and the poor coverage of schemes
sch as midhday meals and supplementary
rutrition in angarwadis, such fears appear
Eargely umwarmanted. Indeed, the quality of the
meals under these schemes must be improved o
ersure that they are not cereal-beanvy, inchede all
rutrients, and contribute bo dietary diversity.
FRecommendations such as incuding egps in
meals for children and pulses in the Public
Distribution System must be acted wpon argenthy.
is also well umderstood that along with
improving diets, muliple interventions such as
better samitation, access to health care, childcine
services and o on are required for better
rutritional putoomes.

There is also no dowbe that there are also many
gaps io fill in the more distal determinants of
stumbing, madnly; Evelihoods and poverty, access
o education and women's empowerment. These
poals are inextricably nked w the overall
development of the country, with equitable
chistribution u!'rum.lms Their reflection in
anthrog i % omly enl the
mm:ﬂ'humrnarylmimmrsmhu
than detract from it [ is relevant to acdmowledge
that individual chikiren grow uniguely, and
trainsesd child health personne] such as treating
pfﬁmmnmp}v;ﬂ@mtmﬂsml[‘:
n'llrrpn:tzll:lrl of growth chiarts in the conbext of
indivichsl children in their care. What these

stunting, nesds to capture this deprivation @
well

Albeit relevant a question still remains on
whether the standard is too plastic i be useful,
considering thess ssues of matemnal beights and
penetic potential. The Bt is that 3 muember of
coumtries with similar ar even poarer econamic
congditions, inchuding those in the South Asian
region, keve shown higher improvenents in
stunting prevalence using the same WHO-MGRS
standards. Regiomal differences within India, both
in the prevalence of stunting as well as increases
in adult heights, also indicate that some States
such as Odisha, Chhatisgarh, Tamil Nadu and
Keraka are achieving much Bster rechactions than
others. It aleo needs to be considered tha gene
poals also shift at the population kevel with
greater socio-economic development — a fact
demonstrated by the growing average heights of
coumtries such as Japan, refiting the immutabiliey
of genetic potential.

Amother seros concern 15 refabed bo
imappropriztely high standards leading o a
misdiagnuosi of the situation, and a resultant

stamdarck are used for are mainky i understand
population trends. Using the appropriate
standardk is also important for international
comparisons and intra-country trends — an
adhvantage that would be lost with any new
coumtry-specific standand.

ICMR recommendation

In light of these discussioms, the Indisn Councl of
Medical Research has constituted a committes io
revise the growth references for India. It has been
reporied that this committes has recommensded a
cletailed ri study b be conducted across
the country bo examine child growth with the
purpose of devising national growth charts, if
nECEEary.

Vet, while acquiring newer, and more precise
informatiom on child growth is a welcome maove —
considering our high aspirations of reaching
development i every kst person by 3047 and its
adhvaniages ot comparablity — i seems gl b
stick to the aspirationally high but achisvable
standards suggested by the WHO-MGRS.
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The quest for ‘happiness’ in the Viksit Bharat odyssey

iksit Bharat has now been formally

launched. The idea of making Indiaa

developed nation by 2047, the 100th year
of its Independence, sounds exciting, This goal
louks achievable, given the pace with which the
eolntry i moving ahead. This moment also gives
s an opportunity to assess the idea of
development intended. The focus and priorites
in the choice of development planning are erucial
and complex. In Viksit Bharat, economic
development is overemphasised. But
post-developmentalists argue that this is a
Euro-centrie notion of development which
reflects the interests of its practitioners.

The aspects included in Viksit Bharat are
structural transformation; organising labour
markets; increasing competitiveness; improving
financial and social inclusion; governance
reforms, and seizing opportunities in the Green
Revolution. Aspiring to claim the tifle of being the
world's largest economy will not fulfil every
desire and ambition this country holds dear. The
need for materdal development can be accepted,
but this will be one of many things India will
aspire for by 2047. Crities of development have
consistently raised concerns about the
eonventional models of economic growth,
challenging the contentious notions surrounding
maodernity and progress. The current kdea of
Viksit Bharat needs to be reimagined to assess
what other aspects of development would
assume importance for India.

‘Happiness’ has become a

Instead of *Viksit Bharat', the theme ought to be
*Happy India-Developed India” (Khushhal
Bharat-Viksit Bharat). Happiness ought to be the
central pursuit in this journey. Without achieving
happiness, development has no meaning.
Ironically, the nations have developed, but
people are not happy. Rich nations are not
essentially happy nations. Wealthy nations have
only performed on GDP and per capita income
but have failed miserably in the context of social
and psychological well-being indicators. This
development scheme conveniently overlooks
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A happiness-
induced
development
maodel for India
is more
pertinent than
the current
maodel of mere
economic
development

mental health and wellness. The World
Happiness Report 2023 shows many developed
nations have poor happiness markers. Some
nations have attained both in a balanced way.
India’s case is also crudal because it is ranked 126
out of 137 countries despite being the Afth-largest
economy. The curious question would be
whether India will have a better rank in the
happiness index in the years to come.
Development and the Viksit Bharat agenda will
remain a dream if we fail to imagine how to rise
in the happiness index.

Happiness measunes have already become the
goals of public policy in many countries.
Happiness is no longer a subjective matter. Since
its inception in 2012, the World Happiness Report
has devised a robust method to measure and
calculate it. The happiness matrix includes six.
variables: GDP per capita; healthy life expectancy
at birth; generosity; social support; freedom to
make life choloes, and perception of comuiption.
The Happiness Report of 2023 placed extra
emphasis on trust and benevolence in crisis
situarions such as COVID-19.

Social connections are key

Lara B. Aknin, one of the co-authors of the
Happiness Report 2023, has said, “We see those
various forms of everyday kindness, such as
helping a stranger, donating to charity, and
volunteering, are above pre-pandemic levels™
The report found that despite the pandemic,
economic crisis, and personal losses, acts of
kindness have increased globally. The report also
highlighted the importance of social connections
and relationships in contributing to happiness
and well-being.

According to the report’s parameters, Finland,
Denmark, Iceland and the Netherlands are the
happiest countries. These countries achieved
development not at the cost of social disruption.
Instead, they have built up social connections
and support systems.

A happiness-induced development model for
India is highly pertinent as we are significantly
governed by socal relationships and cultural

mandates. On the contrary, the current model of
mere economic development is highly disruptive
to our social order. This form of development
leads to disorders and erime. All aspects of life in
this development eyele do not change
simultaneously, ereating imbalances and
contradictions. Such things are visible in our
society, where industrial and economic
developments are changing alarmingly, but
quality aspects of life continue 1o lag.

Looking beyond GDP

The need to include socal indicators for
development becomes more pertinent as GDP
estimates fail to consider life's human and social
aspects. The European Commission’s focus is also
moving beyond GDP, shifting 1o 2 measurement
of economic performance and social progress,
Specific indices already developed could make
the agenda for Viksit Bharat@2047 more inclusive
arul eomprehensive. For instance, a weightage to
the Human Development Index, which consists of
life expectancy, educational attainment, and
income level, could be considered. Further, the
United Nations Research Institute for Social
Development in 1970 created a Social
Developrment Index with 16 core indicators could
be another incliushon.

Similarly, the World Bank’s Environmentally
Sustainable Development Division has developed
a Green Index’ that measures a nation’s wealth
by incorporating three components: produced
assets, natural resources and human resources.
An International Human Suffering Index also
measures the country on different parameters of
human suffering. In conceiving a national vision
for development, indices such as the Global
Innovation Index, Rule of Law Index, Poverty
Index, Corruption Perceptions Index, Gender
Equality Index, and World Press Freedom Index
will be pretty significant to give effect to the idea
of a happy India. revisiting the pursuit ofa
developed India as Happy-India will be phvotal in
Viksit Bharat's joumney.

The views cxpressed are perstimal
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