Health Promotion in India:

A Road Map for the Future

The need for community health promotion
will always be there, as long as health
and other allied problems exist in the
community. Voluntary Health Association
and the State VHAs firmly believe and
accept the idea that health promotion is an
organized way of going about improving the
health of the community. Complete health
of a community does not mean absence of
disease, but attainment of physical, mental
and spiritual health of people.

We all have witnessed tremendous changes
in the society that have also affected the
health profile of the citizens. Advocacy
on health promotion has been on since
the 1970s but its essence has become
graver keeping in mind that India
currently stands at the crossroads of the
double disease burden of communicable
& non-communicable diseases (NCDs).
The health needs of the people  have
grown manifold and in response to that,
state-supported health delivery systems
have also developed for larger benefit of
people. Health systems need to look at a
preventive health methodology as it would
lead to a significant reduction in NCDs.
This methodology entails addressing four
core areas as mentioned below-

Nutrition

Physical activity
Substance abuse
Stress management

Given below are some suggestive methods
and strategies that can be taken up by non-
governmental organizations in partnership
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with the community and the Government.
agencies to address these areas:

Nutrition

e Healthier alternative foods at school
canteens, restaurants etc.

e Emphasis on home-made food
Exploring opportunities of linking this
area with Government schemes such as
ICDS, mid-day meal scheme etc.

e Spreading awareness among the
public on food hygiene, importance
of nutrition labels, health warnings at
points of sale

e Advocacy for enforcement of the Food
Safety Act

e Informing and empowering homemakers
through key messages on selection,
preparation of foods, use of oil, use of
salt, etc.

Physical Activity

e Early education at school level

e Advocacy with Government for better
infrastructure in schools, workplaces
and public places such as play grounds,
walking paths, cycle paths andlow-cost
sports facilities

e Making physical activity compulsory
as well as engaging in schools and
colleges

e Advocacy with institutions and offices
for facilities for physical activity,
sports, etc

e Advocacy to counter tobacco industry
pressure
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e C(reating awareness about the ill-effects
of tobacco, alcohol and drugs

e Early education on avoiding substance
abuse, from primary school onwards

e Intensive programmes in high schools
and colleges

e Enforcement of the Tobacco Control
Act

e Public awareness and collaboration
with civil society organizations for
campaigns

Stress Management

e Focussed interventions via institutions
and work places

e Raising public awareness on stress

e Breaking the myths of mental illnesses
and early addressal of symptoms

e Placing emphasis on the importance
and time for recreational activities

An important question facing us is how
to initiate action on the above issues and
from where should one begin. The Annual
General Body Meeting of Voluntary Health
Association of India and its state pértners
in 2012 presented an opportunity to
discuss and put forward a comprehensive
vision and future framework for the VHAI
network, and this is consolidated in the
next section of this article.

At the onset, it was observed that as the
demographic profile varies widely across
the country, we should adopt targeted
interventions at urban, semi-urban, rural
& tribal populations. The programmes must
emphasize on preventive and promotive
methods and be evidence-based. Therefore,
baseline & endline surveys must be weaved
into the technical packages in order to guide
and direct category-wise interventions.

The _health messages and mode of
communication should be different for
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varied groups within the community.
The interventions must understand and
acknowledge this and be directed towards
the following primary categories -

e Schools - adolescents

e Colleges - young adults

e Work Places - organized and unorganized
sectors

e Women - homemakers and working
women

e Over 45 age group (those who have
developed NCD symptoms)

e Senior Citizens

The implementation of the above health
promotion initiatives is impossible without
strong partnerships as health is influenced
by various social determinants.

Networking and Partnership in
Health Promotion:

Networking and fostering partnership
is basically an institutional framework
activity, where attempts are made to bring
groups, organizations or individuals closer
to each other, voluntarily or consciously,
for the process of synergizing resources
and strength. The basic objective is to
create a pool of resources, information,
knowledge and skills, which can be used
for the betterment of the society.

The Government in the last decade has also
been encouraging voluntary organizations
to collaborate and contribute in various
spheres of developmental activities. As
a result, new methods of cooperation
between voluntary organizations and
various departments of the Government
areopening up. This is attracting more
qualified professionals who want to make a
career in this field. With globalization and
modifications in national and international
policies, many new players have emerged
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in the field,such as corporates and public
sector units through their corporate social
responsibility initiatives. Technology has
also brought in some welcome changes,
infusing new professionalism and better
‘communication in the social sector. The
time is, therefore right for networking and
partnership especially in the field of health
promotion. These are needed to bring
definitive and sustainable changes in the
society including policy interventions.

Partnerships in context of health promotion
can be formal or non-formal alliances
of organizations working together for a
common concern.  These organizations
may belong to different sectors, they may
ordinarily carry out different activities,
what is unique to the partnership is that
they are driven by common concern,
accountable and committed to achieve the
common objectives and goal.

Advantage of Partnerships for Health
promotion:

(i) Strength in Numbers:Whether it is
abouteducating the public or conducting
advocacy, it is more effective when
there are varied human resources
involved. Working together can cover
more population groups, creating higher
demands that wouldcreate pressure on
decision makers and provide legitimacy
for the issue.

(ii) Strength in  Diversity: Different
categories of organizations (health,non
health, consumer, religious, etc) have
different experiences, with their own
specific public and political support.
A partnershipbetween these diverse
groups strengthens outreach andimpact;
increases credibility and integrity of
the causeand helps sustain the process
in the long run.

(iii)Broadened skills and expertise:
When severalorganizationsjoin in,
it also brings in varied talents and
knowledge. This gives the campaigna
broader collection of skills and a
more comprehensive sense of how to
address the problems.

(iv) Shared workload and resources:
A diversity of talents, work styles,
and resources are needed to carry
out a multifaceted action plan. A
partnership initiative canhelp in
reducing the burden on any one
organization as well as to address
challenges.

(v) Cohesion and Solidarity: Partnership
for a good cause helps in overcoming
isolation, building confidence and
renewing faith that change s
possible.

(vi) Micro and Macro-level models:A
joint partnership initiative on health
promotion can also aid in a very
vital area - creating micro and macro
evidence-based model in different
settings for strengthened political
advocacy.

In addition to the above, a partnership
model can further build an institutional
framework on this very critical area of
health, work on set parameters, develop
a well- defined strategy, assign specific
responsibilities,build campaigns around
coalitions, to sustain the processfor
communities across the country.

ROLE OF VHAI AND STATE VHAS
IN HEALTH PROMOTION
The VHAI  network has  worked

consistently in the area of public health,
playing different roles and has evolved
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as an organization that is linked and very
close to the health system of our country
at every level, lending a helping hand
to build a healthy sustainable and just
society.

VHAI at National Level can perform the
following functions:

e Advocacy at the national level

e (apacity building of State VHAs(ToT)
(Technical &Programme Management)

e Developing training manuals and other
publications

" e Research in  collaboration  with
State VHAs or Technical Support for
independent studies

e National campaign/ branding for an
NCD programmealong with a mascot

e Audio-visual materials on NCD

e Establishing an exclusive NCD division at
VHAI (for dissemination of Information
on either side through website and
e-network

e Support advocacy activities done by
State VHAs at grassroot levels.

Role of State VHAs:

e Orientation of member organizations
and community-based organizations at
regional and grassroot levels

e Advocacy at State level

e Awareness programmes at the state
level through community, schools,
colleges and work places : rural, urban

and semi-urban)

e Establishing community - based
information and activity centres
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e Documentation of best practices

e Promoting use of alternative systems
of medicinesand other traditional

practices

e Initiating a model project on NCD,
adopting specific geographical areas in

the state.

e Adaptation andtranslation of IEC

materials in local languages

Non-communicable diseases have a long

duration with slow progression. Due to lack

of symptoms at initial stages, diagnosis is

too late for effective treatment to take

place. NCDs have potentially serious socio-
economic consequences, through increasing
individual and household impoverishment
and hindering social and economic
development. Partnership campaigns and
programmes are essential for controlling
NCDs and in strengthening our healthcare
system, in order to reach peripheral and
vulnerable groups. Transmitting preventive
and promotive messages for adoption of
healthy life styles is both an individual and
social need, therefore, a national initiative
on health promotionis critical at this stage
requiring multi-sectoral action, political
commitment and a strengthened health
system.
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