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Introduction

The history of public health nutrition is a story of
evolving understanding, scientific breakthroughs,
policy innovations, and persistent global
challenges. Public health nutrition focuses on
improving dietary behaviours and nutritional status
at the population level, aiming to prevent nutrition-
related diseases and promote overall health and
well-being. From early efforts to combat vitamin
deficiencies to modern initiatives addressing
obesity, undernutrition, and non-communicable
diseases, the field has undergone profound
transformations over the last two centuries.
Understanding this history provides valuable
insights into how nutrition science, public health
policy, and socio-political contexts intersect to
shape the health of societies [1-3].

The foundations of public health nutrition emerged
in the 19th and early 20th centuries, when scientists
began identifying the role of specific nutrients in
preventing disease. Landmark discoveries such as
the identification of vitamin C’s role in preventing
scurvy and the link between iodine deficiency and
goitre highlighted the importance of micronutrients
for health. These discoveries prompted some of the
first public health nutrition interventions, including
food fortification programs such as iodized salt,
vitamin D-enriched milk, and iron-fortified cereals

[4].

In the aftermath of World War I and II, widespread
food shortages and malnutrition prompted
governments and international organizations to
prioritize nutrition as a central public health issue.
The establishment of the Food and Agriculture

Organization (FAO) in 1945 and the World Health
Organization (WHO) in 1948 marked key
milestones in the global governance of nutrition.
These agencies played pivotal roles in setting
international nutrition standards, coordinating food
aid, and monitoring nutritional status worldwide.
During the mid-to-late 20th century, the focus of
public health nutrition shifted in many high-income
countries from deficiency diseases to the
prevention of chronic conditions such as obesity,
cardiovascular disease, and type 2 diabetes. The
rise of epidemiological studies, like the
Framingham Heart Study and the Seven Countries
Study, helped identify dietary risk factors such as
high saturated fat and sodium intake. These
findings shaped national dietary guidelines and
nutrition education campaigns, influencing food
labelling laws and school meal programs [5-7].

Meanwhile, in low- and middle-income countries,
the double burden of malnutrition began to emerge:
the coexistence of undernutrition and overnutrition
within the same populations. Public health nutrition
strategies began to emphasize life-course
approaches, targeting nutrition during pregnancy,
infancy, and early childhood — a period
recognized as critical for long-term health
outcomes. Initiatives such as UNICEF’s GOBI-FFF
and WHO’s Global Nutrition Targets underscored
the importance of early interventions and
multispectral collaboration. In recent decades,
public health nutrition has expanded to incorporate
broader issues such as food security, environmental
sustainability, and social equity. The recognition
that food systems are deeply connected to climate
change, economic disparities, and cultural
traditions has led to more holistic approaches. The
concept of “planetary health diets,” for example,
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illustrates the integration of nutritional and
environmental goals. Additionally, the COVID-19
pandemic highlighted vulnerabilities in food access
and nutrition inequalities, prompting renewed focus
on resilient and inclusive public health nutrition
systems [8-10].

Conclusion

The history of public health nutrition reflects an
ongoing journey from addressing basic nutrient
deficiencies to managing complex,
interconnected health challenges on a global
scale. It underscores the importance of scientific
discovery, international cooperation, policy
leadership, and community engagement in
improving nutritional well-being. As the world
faces emerging threats such as climate change,
pandemics, and food system disruptions, the
lessons of the past can guide more inclusive,
sustainable, and effective public health nutrition
strategies for the future. Investing in nutrition is
not only a matter of individual health but a
cornerstone  of  societal resilience  and
development.
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