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Multifaceted Interventions for Enhancing Nutritional Status
Among Chinese Children and Adolescents

Qian Zhang'*

Childhood and adolescence represent crucial periods for growth and development, as well as the establishment of
healthy behaviors. Maintaining a balanced diet and engaging in sufficient physical activity can contribute to
optimizing physical fitness and promoting healthy growth. In recent years, the Chinese government has initiated a
series of monitoring and evaluation efforts focused on the nutritional and health status of children and adolescents.
Consequently, comprehensive policies, regulations, and initiatives have been implemented to support the healthy
growth of children.

Nutrition and Health Status

A comprehensive evaluation of children and adolescents’ nutrition and health status can provide scientific
evidence for formulating related national policies. As such, children and adolescents have been an essential focus in
the six national nutrition and health surveys conducted in China in 1959, 1982, 1992, 2002, 2010, and 2015.
Analyzing a series of data reveals that since the reform and opening up more than 40 years ago, the nutritional status
of children has significantly improved in both urban and rural areas in China. This improvement is evidenced by
the gradual increase in the average height and weight levels of boys and girls across various age groups (/-2). For
example, the average height of 9-year-old boys increased from 122.0 cm in 1982 (/) to 138.2 cm in 2017 (2),
reflecting an increase of 16.2 cm. Concurrently, children in China also face a growing prevalence of overweight and
obesity. According to the China Nutrition and Health System Survey and Application for Children Aged 0-18
Years conducted from 2019 to 2021, the prevalence of overweight and obesity among Chinese children aged 6-17
was 26.5% (3), representing a considerable increase from the rates in 2017 (19.0%) (2) and 2012 (16.0%) (4).
Consequently, Chinese children and adolescents continue to confront multiple health challenges, including
malnutrition, overweight and obesity, and micronutrient deficiencies.

Nutrition Policies and Regulations

In recent years, the Chinese government has implemented numerous policies, regulations, and standard guidelines
to promote the healthy development of children and adolescents. In 2016, the State Council introduced the Healthy
China 2030 Blueprint, which emphasized the importance of providing guidance on nutrition and health programs
in primary and secondary schools (5). In 2019, a total of 15 Healthy China Initiatives (2019-2030) were launched
to strengthen multi-departmental efforts aimed at improving health promotion, balanced diet, and physical activity
in schools (6). Additionally, the Basic Medical and Health Promotion Law of the People’s Republic of China,
enacted in 2019, legally mandated nutritional improvement initiatives for juveniles, promoting healthy eating
behaviors, and minimizing the risk of diseases associated with unhealthy diets (7).

Subsequently, various policies and standards have been established to address the issues of undernutrition and
obesity among children and adolescents in China. These include the National Nutrition Plan (2017-2030) in 2017
(8), the Implementation Plan for Obesity Prevention and Control in Children and Adolescents in 2020 (9), the
School Food Safety and Nutrition Health Management Regulations in 2019 (70), the Opinions on
Comprehensively Strengthening and Improving School Hygiene and Health Education in the New Era in 2021
(11), and the Health Industry Standard Nutrition Guidelines for Student Meal (WS/T 554-2017) (12). These
policies and guidelines aim to provide work goals and specific actions in areas such as reasonable food supply,
nutrition education, health monitoring, and social environment to improve the overall health of Chinese children
and adolescents.
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Student Nutrition Improvement Plan

In an effort to combat malnutrition among children and adolescents in primary and secondary schools located in
economically disadvantaged rural areas, the Chinese government initiated the Nutrition Improvement Program for
Rural Compulsory Education Students (hereafter referred to as the “Program”) in 2011 (73). This program, funded
by the Chinese central finance, offers nutritional meal subsidies to rural compulsory education students (aged 6-15
years) in national pilot counties situated in the central and western regions of the country. Initially, each student
received a subsidy of 3 Chinese Yuan (CNY) per school day (200 days annually), which was increased to 4 CNY in
2014 and further raised to 5 CNY in 2021.

As of 2021, the Program encompassed over 36 million students across more than 120,000 schools in 727 national
pilot counties and 1,010 local pilot counties within 28 provincial-level administrative divisions. The Chinese central
finance allocated approximately 26 billion CNY toward nutritional meal subsidy funds in 2021 (74).

According to the results from the nutrition and health monitoring and evaluation conducted by the Chinese
Center for Disease Control and Prevention, there has been a steady increase in the average height and weight of
children aged 6-15 years in economically underdeveloped rural areas within central and western regions of China
since the implementation of the Program. Furthermore, the prevalence of anemia in this demographic has decreased
from 16.7% in 2012 to 12.0% in 2021 (75). The improvement in nutrition for children and adolescents promoting
growth potential, enhancing disease resistance, and improving physical fitness and learning ability. This also affirms
the positive social benefits associated with the adoption of national strategies for nutrition improvement. However,
the prevalence of overweight and obesity has silently increased in recent years. Concurrently, public health awareness
has been heightened. The dietary structure of children and adolescents attending primary and secondary schools is
becoming more reasonable, with an increase in their time dedicated to physical activity and sleep.

Suggestions

Considering the present nutritional and health status of Chinese children, it is essential to reinforce the
implementation of policies and regulations concerning childhood obesity prevention and control. Additionally,
evaluating the cost-effectiveness of the nutrition improvement plan for rural students is crucial, as is conducting
more in-depth scientific researches to identify critical aspects of policies or actions that enhance children’s health.
Systematic nutrition and health education should be progressively incorporated into daily teachings and school
activities for children and adolescents. This education should focus on promoting knowledge and skills related to
balanced meals, healthy eating habits, and sufficient physical activity, ultimately fostering their healthy
development.
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