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Silent Kkiller: Unhealthy food habits putting
millennials at risk of non-communicable
diseases
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The youth of today is fearless, not afraid of the choices they make, an attitude that is
reflected in their approach towards their health also. Most of them tend to believe that they
will stay strong and fit, irrespective of their lifestyle choices. With a variety of food-ordering
mobile apps and large pocket money, young people are easily ordering all types of food to
fulfil their desire for having global cuisines, as it suits their lifestyle, and helps them fit in
with their peers.

This new trend of unhealthy food habits among the youth in India has put them at a risk of
developing obesity, diabetes, heart attack — basically non-communicable diseases
(NCDs) accentuated by unhealthy lifestyles. Add to this food channels on TV and social
media videos on Instagram and Facebook along with hefty discounts at take-away food
chains, which have lured an entire generation into eating unhealthy food.

NCDs are those diseases that are not caused by an infection and not spread through
contact with another person. They are the silent killers of our generation. Nearly two out of
three deaths in India are due to NCDs, with heart diseases and chronic obstructive
pulmonary disease (COPD) becoming the leading causes of death in the country.

When we talk about young people in India, more than 19% of children in the country are
overweight or obese and 45% of youth in the age group of 14 to 16 years do not consume
fruits daily. Between the ages of 15 and 19, 11% boys and 1% girls consume alcohol, and
29% boys and 4% girls use tobacco. All these risk factors can be maodified, and youth is
the right time to do so.



BEHAVIOUR CHANGE

Research shows that this behaviour can be changed through socio-ecological approach,
which involves influencing both personal and environmental factors of an individual to
bring behaviour change. In case of youth, this environment constitutes family, school,
friends, social networks, mass media, and workplace if they are employed, national, state
and local laws. Since this group of people follows trends that help it fit in, it is time to make
healthy eating cool, which can be done by equipping people with knowledge and skills to
make informed food and physical activity choices supported by an enabling environment.
This, of course, will need concerted efforts, from not only young peaople but also of their
families, schools and the government.

Sensitisation programmes to popularise healthy eating among the youth should aim at
improving the environment where they spend most of their time. To begin with, at home,
parents can be excellent role models to champion the cause of following a healthy diet.
For this, they should be sensitised to the benefits of cooking regular meals, instead of
ordering in.

In the case of younger children, schools could send home educational materials and family
assignments to emphasise the need of eating healthy food from a young age. Including
school staff in the sensitisation programme could further accelerate its impact. Displaying
educational posters about healthy eating in the canteen and replacing unhealthy food
items offered there with nutritious ones, along with access to clean water, will help instil
healthy eating habits among students.

Furthermore, group educational sessions about healthy eating help target a larger cohort
in the community rather than one-on-one counselling, thereby enabling and empowering a
large corpus of peers or friends, who can reinforce the knowledge. Social and digital
interventions via internet-based coaching and self-management programmes and
introducing mass media campaigns can also encourage youngsters to choose healthy
foods.

REGULATION IS CRUCIAL

Along with these programmes targeted at individuals, there needs to be a strong regulation
on food labelling that will push the private players in the domestic food industry to show
their social responsibility towards the youth of the country.



Laws and policies to ensure that meals in school follow nutritional guidelines, offering
healthy snacks at work meetings and regulating the marketing of unhealthy foods and
beverages, could go a long way in supporting and sustaining healthy behaviours. The
government of India has taken cognizance of this situation and the Safe and Nutritious
Food campaign by the Food Safety and Standards Authority of India (FESSAI) that is
helping school children adopt the habit of eating safe and eating right at home and school,
people at work and while ordering at restaurants, is a step in the right direction, but clearly,
more needs to be done.

The best way to tackle this growing epidemic of NCDs is to focus on creating an
environment that supports positive knowledge, attitude and behaviour change around
healthy eating habits. The time to invest in youth is now.



