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ABSTRACT

Nutrition forms the foundation of health and well-
being, influencing both physical and mental
performance across all stages of life. In the face of
changing dietary patterns, increased consumption
of processed foods, and limited nutritional
awareness—especially in developing regions like
India—there is a critical need to reinforce the value
of balanced eating. This review provides a
comprehensive overview of nutrition, exploring the
components of a healthy diet, the importance of
nutritional knowledge, and the impact of dietary
habits on overall health. Drawing on national and
international guidelines, including those from the
Indian Council of Medical Research (ICMR), the
National Institute of Nutrition (NIN), and the
World Health Organization (WHO), the review
highlights the gap between recommended practices
and actual dietary behaviors. It also discusses the
emerging significance of traditional foods like
millets in promoting sustainable and healthful
nutrition. The article emphasizes the urgent need to
enhance nutritional awareness and responsible
eating behaviors as preventive tools for better
health and long-term well-being.
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l. INTRODUCTION

Nutrition is a critical determinant of
health, growth, and development. It refers to the
process of providing or obtaining the food
necessary for supporting essential bodily functions,
maintaining energy levels, and promoting both
physical and mental well-being. The significance of
nutrition has become more prominent in today’s
rapidly evolving lifestyle where fast food
consumption, sedentary habits, and time constraints
influence dietary choices. These factors often lead
individuals—especially during crucial life phases
such as young adulthood—to compromise their
nutrition, resulting in potential long-term health
consequences.

As dietary habits shift globally and
nationally, understanding what constitutes a healthy
diet has become more vital than ever. A balanced
diet composed of essential macronutrients and
micronutrients, derived from a variety of whole
foods, supports not only physical performance but
also cognitive function and emotional stability.
Conversely, poor dietary habits contribute to
nutritional deficiencies, impaired concentration,
fatigue, and increased susceptibility to health
problems.

This review aims to consolidate existing
evidence on the importance of nutrition, highlight
the key components of a healthy diet, and evaluate
the role of nutritional awareness in shaping long-
term health outcomes. It also incorporates the
perspectives of both national bodies like the Indian
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Council of Medical Research (ICMR) and the
National Institute of Nutrition (NIN), as well as
international organizations such as the World
Health  Organization (WHO), to offer a
comprehensive understanding of  dietary
recommendations and their practical implications.
Furthermore, the review underscores the role of
traditional food systems, like the resurgence of
millets, in enhancing dietary diversity and
sustainability.

1. CORE CONCEPTS OF NUTRITION

AND DIETARY AWARENESS

Nutrition stands as the most basic aspect
of human health and well-being. Nutrition refers to
the process of providing or obtaining the food
necessary for health and growth. Proper nutrition
plays a crucial role in maintaining functions in the
body, supporting development, preventing diseases,
and ensuring optimal mental and physical
performance." The nutritional importance reflects
the modern changing dietary habits. In today’s fast-
paced world, the need to work under time pressure
highlights the importance of nutrition. This
significance becomes especially clear during the
life changes of a young adult, such as a college
student, who faces a tipping point where dietary
choices influence long-term health and well-being.*

Nutrition acts as life’s cornerstone; it
involves the consumption of food and its utilization
by the body to obtain energy, support human body
functions, and promote growth and repair. Better
nutrition improves the chances of warding off
infection quickly, mending, and operating at peak
capacity both mentally and physically.®> Proper
nutrition plays a crucial role in maintaining the
right weight and reducing the risk of chronic
diseases like diabetes, heart disease, and other
cancers. Therefore, it is extremely important during
times when the body grows very fast, such as
adolescence and early adulthood. In this respect,
proper nutrition and healthy dietary habits hold
great significance for college students as they adopt
a highly informed approach to their dietary
choices.*

Nutritional deficiencies, including
insufficient amounts of vitamins, minerals, and
essential fats, affect the psychological condition of
the person, imposing a wide variety of mood
disorders, worsening memory, and reducing
academic performance. Proper knowledge and
practices regarding nutrition are important for not
only a healthier body but also for a sharper, more
attentive mind.

2.1 What Is healthy diet and Its content

A healthy diet provides the body with all
the nutrients needed for optimal functioning. This
implies the use of various food groups to provide
carbohydrates, proteins, fats, vitamins, and
minerals in the right proportion.® The general
highlight focuses on whole grains, fruits,
vegetables, lean proteins, and healthy fats, while
emphasizing fewer processed foods, sugars, and
unhealthy fats. The World Health Organization
states that consuming healthy diets helps protect
against malnutrition and many cases of
noncommunicable diseases, including diabetes,
heart diseases, stroke, and cancer.’

A diet that includes all portions of
carbohydrates, proteins, fats, vitamins, minerals,
and water keeps health intact. A balanced diet, in
simple terms, serves as the foundation of proper
nutrition for the human body, satisfying the need
for nutrients without overindulging in one type of
food at the expense of others. This addresses a
nutritional diet, which emphasizes the concepts of
variety, moderation, and nutrient density. This
requires the intake of many different sorts of
nutrient-rich, low-calorie foods that contain little
fat and sugar.?
< Abalanced diet Includes®
e Carbohydrates:Source of Energy; Eat them in

whole grains, vegetables, and fruits.

e Proteins:These help in the repair of muscles
and growth; examples are lean meats, legumes,
nuts, and dairy.

e Fats:To provide for the cell’s function and
energy storage, and the healthy fats come from
olive oil and the likes of nuts or fish.

e Vitamins and minerals:These play critical
roles in numerous metabolic processes and are
provided by fruits, vegetables, and dairy
products.

e Water:Necessary for hydration and metabolic
processes.

2.2 Benefits of nutrition

Good nutrition  offers huge and
multidirectional benefits. A balanced and nutritious
diet builds up the immune system and decreases
chronic diseases while keeping body weight
healthy."® Proper nutrition favours better brain
functioning, higher energy levels, and an improved
mood, which are essential factors for college
students as they navigate academic pressure and the
demands of daily living. Proper nutrition maintains
the process of repairing muscles and tissues,
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ensures longevity, and even increases the quality of
sleep.™

2.3 Standard nutritional guidelines and food
recommendations

In India, “Indian Council of Medical
Research (ICMR) and National Institute of
Nutrition (NIN)” provide a comprehensive dietary
guideline that encourages healthy eating. This
guideline creates the need for variety in food intake
to ensure adequate nutrient intake.”* A well-
balanced diet that emerges from “Indian Council of
Medical Research (ICMR) and National Institute of
Nutrition (NIN)” includes grains, legumes, fruits,
and vegetables, along with dairy and a small
proportion of fats and sugars. The thrust includes
the promotion of traditional grains, such as millets,
which contain higher dietary fiber, higher protein,
and essential micronutrients.*®

Internationally, World Health Organization
prescribes diets that reduce intake of processed
foods, trans fats, added sugars, and excessive
sodium. It emphasizes the importance of whole
foods that include fruits, vegetables, whole grains,
and lean proteins to maintain overall health and
prevent lifestyle diseases.**

2.4 Association of unhealthy diets with lifestyle
diseases

Overwhelming evidence shows how poor
dietary habits lead to lifestyle diseases. For
instance, the consumption of a lot of processed and
junk foods, high consumption of saturated fats, and
being low in fruits and vegetables directly correlate
with the rise of non-communicable diseases
(NCDs). Diet influences diseases such as obesity,
diabetes, cardiovascular diseases, and some types
of cancers. An unhealthy diet causes more deaths
globally than any other risk factor, even more than
smoking.”

The Indian cases rise rapidly due to rapid
urbanization and the adoption of western dietary
habits. Lifestyle diseases sharply increase in
college students who make poor dietary choices
due to their busy schedules, stress, and easy access
to fast food, leading to obesity, hypertension, and
other issues.™

2.5 Diseases and health problems directly
related to nutrition:*’

Several illnesses have been linked to poor nutrition.
These include:

e Obesity: Conditions of excessive-high calorie
consumption along with low levels of physical
exercise.

e Cardiovascular diseases: They result from the
consumption of saturated fats, trans fats, and
excessive intake of sodium.

e Type 2 diabetes: It is derived from a high rate
of sugar intake accompanied by obesity.

e  Osteoporosis: Caused by the lack of available
calcium and vitamin D in the body.

e |ron-deficiency anaemia: Caused by low
levels of iron intake in the diet

2.6 Importance of nutritional awareness

Nutritional awareness involves
understanding what a healthy diet includes and how
to make informed food choices. Nutrition
awareness plays a critical role in preventing
lifestyle diseases and enhancing well-being.”® This
explains the importance of nutritional awareness
for college students, who attain an adequate amount
of long-term lifestyle habits that guide their
decisions on healthier food choices to enjoy
throughout their lifetime. Nutritional awareness
programs in colleges promote healthier diets in
students and reduce the rate of diet-related
diseases.”

2.7 Dietary habits and their relation to lifestyle
diseases®

Dietary lifestyles pose a greater risk of
causing lifestyle diseases. For example, such poor
dietary behavior associates with higher possibilities
of developing obesity, diabetes, and heart diseases
by consuming most processed foods, sugary drinks,
and fried chips. Healthy dietary lifestyles
concerning whole grains, fruits, and vegetables
help to better reduce the risk of developing
diseases

2.8 Harmful foods commonly eaten by the
Indian population®
Many of the Indian diet foods consumed
are poisonous and expose them to the danger of
disease contraction. They include:
e Processed Foods: Containing high trans fats,
sugars, and artificial additives.
e Fries: Normally fried with unhealthy oils, like
palm oil which contains saturated fats.
Junk food: This involves foods such as chips,
sweets, and fast foods that are calorie-dense
but nutrient-poor.
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e Sugar-sweetened beverages: This category
includes soft drinks and sweetened juices.
They contributed to obesity and diabetes'

2.9 Healthy foods that must be promoted

Checking the rising tide of unhealthy
eating habits requires advocacy for healthy food
intake. Millets gain high profile nowadays due to
their proven health values, although they serve as
an important constituent of Indian diets. Millets
contain more fibre, protein, and other essential
micronutrients than refined grains like rice and
wheat.?? They remain environmentally friendly,
requiring less of the precious resource of water and
pesticides to grow. The Food and Agriculture
Organization (FAO) partners with the United
Nations to declare 2023 as the “International Year
of Millets,” encouraging its consumption globally.
Other healthy foods include leafy greens, nuts,
seeds, and lean proteins, all contributing to a
holistic nutritionally balanced diet as well.?®

11l.  CONCLUSION

The growing prevalence of poor dietary
habits, combined with a lack of nutritional
awareness, underscores the urgent need to promote
informed food choices and healthy eating patterns.
Proper nutrition is more than just food intake—it is
a strategic approach to preventing deficiencies,
supporting physical and cognitive performance, and
ensuring long-term well-being. The insights from
national and international dietary guidelines serve
as essential tools for educating individuals about
balanced nutrition. Promoting the consumption of
nutrient-dense foods, such as whole grains, fruits,
vegetables, and traditional staples like millets, can
bridge the gap between awareness and practice.
This review reinforces the critical role of nutrition
education and policy-driven awareness programs in
shaping a healthier, more resilient population

equipped to make sound dietary decisions in a
rapidly changing food environment.
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