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Background: Community health nursing (CHN) is a key component of India’s primary healthcare system, emphasizing preventive, promotive,
and community-based services. Demographic and epidemiological changes and health system reforms reported in the literature have expanded
the scope of CHN, while multiple workforce and organizational challenges remain.

Aim: This review examines the concept, evolution, roles, challenges, and opportunities of CHN in India in alignment with national health
programs and the Sustainable Development Goals.

Methods: A narrative review of literature was reported using published articles from Indian and international nursing journals, government
reports, policy documents, and publications from the World Health Organization and the Ministry of Health and Family Welfare. Relevant
literature was identified through electronic databases and manual searches, and key findings were synthesized thematically.

Results: The review highlights the significant contribution of community health nurses in maternal and child health services, national health
programs, disease prevention, and health promotion. Major challenges identified include shortage of trained nurses, high workload, inadequate
infrastructure, socio-cultural barriers, and limited professional autonomy. Opportunities include policy initiatives such as Ayushman Bharat,
capacity-building programs, technological advancements, and increased emphasis on evidence-based practice.

Conclusion: CHN plays a crucial role in improving population health and reducing health inequities in India. Addressing existing challenges
through supportive policies, strengthened education, workforce development, and integration of technology can enhance the effectiveness of
CHN. Strengthening CHN is essential for achieving equitable, accessible, and sustainable healthcare outcomes.
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and communities as a whole rather than solely on individual
patients. CHN addresses health needs within the natural living
environment of people and plays a crucial role in achieving
universal health coverage through accessible, equitable, and

INTRODUCTION

Community health nursing (CHN) is a specialized field
of nursing that combines principles of public health with

professional nursing practice to promote, protect, and improve
the health of populations. It emphasizes preventive, promotive,
and rehabilitative care, with a focus on individuals, families,
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affordable healthcare services.

In India, CHN forms the backbone of the primary healthcare
system and significantly contributes to the delivery of
essential health services, particularly in rural and underserved
areas. Community health nurses function at various levels
of the healthcare system, including sub-centers, primary
health centers (PHCs), community health centers, schools,
anganwadis, and households. Their roles encompass maternal
and child health services, immunization, nutrition support,
communicable and non-communicable disease prevention,
school health services, adolescent health programs, and health
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education. Through these activities, community health nurses
contribute to early disease detection, risk reduction, and health
promotion across the life span.

The evolution of CHN in India has been closely linked
with national health policies, health committees, and major
public health initiatives. Programs such as the National
Health Mission, Ayushman Bharat, and the establishment of
Health and Wellness Centers have expanded the scope and
responsibilities of community health nurses, positioning them
as key frontline healthcare providers. The introduction of
Community Health Officers (CHOs) and enhanced roles for
nurses reflects the growing recognition of nursing leadership
in primary healthcare delivery.

Despite its relevance, CHN in India faces multiple challenges,
including workforce shortages, inadequate infrastructure,
limited professional autonomy, high workload, and socio-
cultural barriers. At the same time, emerging policy initiatives,
technological advancements, capacity-building programs, and
increased emphasis on preventive healthcare present significant
opportunities for strengthening CHN practice. Therefore, this
review aims to explore the challenges and opportunities of
CHN in India, highlighting its evolving role, contribution to
national health goals, and potential for improving population
health outcomes.

Importance of CHN in the Indian healthcare system
CHN plays a central role in India’s primary healthcare system,
particularly in rural and underserved areas where access to
healthcare facilities is limited. Community health nurses serve as the
first point of contact for the community and contribute significantly
to the implementation of national health programs under initiatives
such as the National Health Mission and Ayushman Bharat. Their
involvement in health promotion, early disease detection, and
continuity of care has contributed to improvements in maternal
and child health indicators and the control of communicable and
non-communicable diseases [Table 1].11

Rationale and need for the review

Despite its significance, CHN in India faces challenges such as
workforce shortages, inadequate infrastructure, role overload,
and limited professional growth opportunities. At the same
time, health system reforms, policy support, and technological
advancements offer opportunities to strengthen community-
based nursing services. A concise review of existing literature
is therefore needed to highlight the current status, challenges,
and opportunities in CHN, which can guide nursing practice,
education, and policy development.™

CHN in India has undergone significant changes in response to
evolving population health needs, epidemiological transitions,
and health system restructuring. However, literature on CHN
remains fragmented, with limited synthesis focusing on both
service delivery realities and emerging roles of nurses at the
community level. A focused review is required to consolidate
available evidence, document contemporary practices,
and examine gaps between policy intent and ground-level

Table 1: Role of community health nurses in national
health programs

National health

Key roles of community health nurses

program
Maternal and Child Antenatal/postnatal care, nutrition
Health counseling, growth monitoring

National Health Mission Primary care delivery, health promotion,
referral services

Screening, lifestyle modification
counseling, and follow-up

Case detection, treatment support, and
patient counseling

Vaccine delivery, cold-chain maintenance,
and mobilization

Health education, screening, and
counseling

NPCDCS

National Tuberculosis
Elimination Program
Immunization Programs

School and Adolescent
Health Programs

implementation. Such a review can provide a comprehensive
understanding of current trends and inform strategic planning
for strengthening CHN services. The findings may support
improvements in nursing education, workforce planning, and
policy initiatives aimed at enhancing community-oriented
healthcare in India.

Concept Anp Scope OF CHN
Definition of CHN

CHN is a specialized branch of nursing that integrates nursing
practice with public health principles to promote, protect, and
maintain the health of individuals, families, and communities.
It emphasizes preventive, promotive, and rehabilitative care
delivered within the community setting, addressing health
needs in relation to social, cultural, and environmental factors.
In India, CHN forms a core component of primary healthcare
services, particularly for rural and underserved populations.™!

Goals and principles of CHN

The main goal of CHN is to improve population health by
preventing disease, promoting healthy lifestyles, and reducing
health inequalities. CHN aims to enhance the quality of life
through accessible and equitable healthcare services. Its
practice is guided by principles such as community-centered
care, emphasis on prevention and health promotion, holistic
approach, community participation, intersectoral coordination,
continuity of care, and evidence-based practice. Ethical values
such as equity, accountability, and respect for cultural diversity
are integral to CHN.P!

Scope and roles of community health nurses in India

The scope of CHN in India includes preventive, promotive,
curative, and rehabilitative services provided in settings
such as sub-centers, PHCs, schools, and homes. Community
health nurses are involved in maternal and child health
services, immunization, family planning, nutrition education,
communicable and non-communicable disease prevention,
and health education. They play a key role in implementing
national health programs under the National Health Mission
and contribute to disease surveillance, early detection, referral
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services, and community empowerment. With the expansion
of Health and Wellness Centers, community health nurses
have an enhanced role in delivering comprehensive primary
healthcare services.¥

Evorution OF Cun IN INDIA

Historical development of CHN

CHN in India evolved alongside the development of the public
health system. During the pre-independence period, healthcare
services were mainly curative and hospital-based, with minimal
community outreach. After independence, the need to address
high maternal and infant mortality and communicable diseases
led to the adoption of a primary healthcare approach. The
introduction of auxiliary nurse midwives (ANMs) marked a
major step in expanding nursing services to the community
level. Over time, the role of community health nurses
broadened to include disease prevention, health education,
family welfare, and community participation.”

Major health committees and policy milestones

The growth of CHN in India has been significantly influenced
by recommendations made by various health committees,
which laid the foundation for primary healthcare and
community-based services.

Bhore committee (1946)

The Bhore Committee laid the cornerstone for India’s
modern public health system. It emphasized the integration
of preventive and curative services at all levels of healthcare
and recommended the development of PHCs to provide
comprehensive healthcare to the community. The committee
recognized the importance of trained nursing personnel in
delivering community-based services and advocated for
strengthening nursing education and public health nursing
services.

Mudaliar committee (1962)

The Mudaliar Committee focused on strengthening existing
health infrastructure rather than expanding services rapidly.
It highlighted the need to improve the quality of healthcare
delivery and stressed the significance of well-trained health
workers, including nurses, at the primary level. The committee
emphasized supervision, better working conditions, and
adequate staffing, which indirectly strengthened the role of
community health nurses in delivering effective primary
healthcare.

Shrivastava committee (1975)

The Shrivastava Committee marked a significant shift
toward community participation and preventive healthcare.
It recommended the development of a cadre of community
health workers to provide basic healthcare services and
health education at the village level. The committee strongly
emphasized preventive, promotive, and rehabilitative
care, expanding the role of nurses in community health
activities, health education, and public health program
implementation.®

Transition from curative to preventive and promotive care
India’s healthcare system has gradually shifted from a curative-
oriented model to one emphasizing preventive and promotive
care. Community health nurses have played a central role in this
transition through health promotion, disease prevention, early
detection, and implementation of national health programs.
Recent initiatives such as the National Health Mission and
Health and Wellness Centers have further strengthened
the preventive and promotive role of CHN, reinforcing its
contribution in primary healthcare delivery.”’

Community health nurses also play a key role in linking
communities with health systems by facilitating referrals,
ensuring continuity of care, and supporting adherence to
treatment and follow-up services. Policy initiatives such as
the National Health Mission and the establishment of Health
and Wellness Centers have further institutionalized preventive
and promotive healthcare, enabling community health nurses
to deliver comprehensive primary care services across the life
course. This evolving focus underscores the strategic role of
CHN in improving population health outcomes and advancing
universal health coverage in India.l'”!

Cun WoRrkroRce IN INDIA

Categories of CHN personnel

The CHN workforce in India includes various cadres working
at different levels of primary healthcare. ANMs provide
essential maternal and child health services, immunization,
and family welfare at sub-centers. Accredited Social Health
Activists act as community link workers, facilitating
access to health services and promoting health awareness.
CHOs, positioned at Health and Wellness Centers, deliver
comprehensive primary healthcare, including screening and
management of common conditions. Public Health Nurses
play supervisory, administrative, and programmatic roles
in planning, implementation, and evaluation of community
health services.!'!]

Educational preparation and training

CHN personnel receive training through structured nursing
and health education programs. ANMs undergo diploma-
level training, while CHOs are trained through certificate
or bridge programs based on their nursing or allied health
background. Public health nurses usually possess graduate
or postgraduate nursing qualifications with specialization in
CHN. Periodic in-service training and continuing education
are essential to enhance skills and adapt to evolving
healthcare needs.['?!

Role of nursing councils and regulatory bodies

Nursing councils and regulatory bodies, including the Indian
Nursing Council and State Nursing Councils, play a vital role
in regulating nursing education, maintaining professional
standards, and ensuring quality training. These bodies are
responsible for curriculum development, accreditation of
institutions, licensing, and professional ethics, thereby
strengthening the CHN workforce in India.!']
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RoLe OF Community HeaLtH NURSES

Cun Anp SusTtainasLE DeveLopment GoaLs (SDGs)

CHN plays a significant role in achieving the SDGs, particularly
SDG 3: Good Health and Well-being. Community health nurses
contribute through disease prevention, maternal and child
health services, and promotion of healthy lifestyles. Their
community-based approach helps reduce health inequities by
improving access to healthcare for vulnerable and underserved
populations. CHN interventions address social determinants of
health at the grassroots level. Health education and behavior
change communication empower individuals and families to
take responsibility for their health. Community participation
strengthens ownership of health programs and thus CHN
supports sustainable and inclusive health development.!*4!

Opportunities for strengthening CHN

Several opportunities exist to strengthen CHN in India
through supportive policies, capacity building, technology,
and research. National initiatives such as Ayushman Bharat
and the establishment of Health and Wellness Centers have
expanded the scope of primary healthcare, enabling community
health nurses to deliver comprehensive preventive, promotive,
and basic curative services. Increased government emphasis
on preventive healthcare provides a favorable environment
for role expansion and greater professional recognition.
Capacity building through skill-based training programs,
continuing nursing education, and the introduction of advanced
nursing roles, including nurse practitioners, can enhance
clinical competence and leadership in community settings.
The integration of technology, such as digital health records,
telehealth services, and mobile health applications, offers
opportunities to improve service delivery, monitoring, and
health education outreach. In addition, greater involvement
of nurses in community-based research, adoption of evidence-
based interventions, and dissemination of nursing research
through publications can strengthen professional practice and
contribute to informed health policy and planning.['!

ImpLicaTioNs For Nursing PracTicE, EpucaTion,

Anbp PoLicy

The findings of this review highlight important implications
for CHN practice, education, and policy. Strengthening
community-based nursing practice requires adequate staffing,
supportive supervision, and clearly defined roles. Continuous
skill enhancement and use of evidence-based interventions can
improve service quality. Nursing education should emphasize
community-oriented training, leadership development, and
use of digital health technologies. Curriculum revisions are
needed to align education with primary healthcare priorities.
At the policy level, stronger regulatory support, improved
remuneration, and career progression pathways are essential.
Policies recognizing advanced nursing roles can enhance the
effectiveness of community health services.!'®!

Exposure to digital health platforms, data-driven decision-
making, and quality improvement methodologies can further
enhance professional competence. At the policy level, inclusive
workforce planning, supportive regulatory frameworks, and
standardized role definitions are essential to ensure optimal
utilization of community health nurses. Long-term investment
in nursing leadership development, recognition of nurse-led
innovations, and alignment of nursing policies with national
health goals can contribute to a resilient and sustainable CHN
system in India.

INTEGRATION OF PusLic HEALTH SERvices AnD

INTERSECTORAL GOLLABORATION

Effective integration of public health and nursing services is
essential for coordinated and comprehensive community-based
care. Community health nurses act as a vital link between
public health programs and individual health needs, supporting
preventive and promotive services. Strengthening intersectoral
collaboration with sectors such as education, nutrition,
sanitation, and social welfare helps address social determinants
of health. Coordinated planning and shared responsibilities
improve service delivery, community participation, and overall
health outcomes.!'”!

ConcLusioN

CHN plays a vital role in strengthening India’s primary
healthcare system through preventive, promotive, and
community-based services. This review highlights the evolving
role of community health nurses, along with key workforce,
systemic, socio-cultural, and professional challenges.
Addressing these challenges is essential to improve service
quality and health outcomes. Strengthening education,
capacity building, and supportive work environments
can enhance nursing performance. Policy initiatives and
technological innovations offer opportunities for role
expansion. A coordinated effort involving education, practice,
and policy is necessary. Strengthening CHN is crucial for
achieving equitable and sustainable healthcare in India.
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