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To the Editor:

Nutrition has been increasingly recognized as a relevant
area in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic and it has
been reported that the double burden of malnutrition, i.e.,
undernutrition and obesity, seems a risk factor for severe
illness in SARS-CoV-2 infection [1]. In addition, the
widespread implementation of public health safeguarding
measures combined with social restrictions, have increased
the challenges facing healthy eating [2].

In this context, we welcomed the call for action by Naja
and Hamadeh published in April in this journal [3]. In that
perspective, the authors, supported by an adapted ecological
model of health behavior, introduce a conceptual frame-
work to maintain optimal nutrition at different levels, such
as individual, community, national and even, global. In this
brief comment, we present a food and nutrition nationwide
strategy [4, 5] developed by the National Program for
Healthy Eating Promotion (PNPAS—DGS) of Portugal’s
Directorate-General of Health (DGS), which is also based
on a multilevel framework (Fig. 1). Likewise, intended to be
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an opportunity to establish a call to action by providing
pertinent and pragmatic guidance coupled with informative
materials made available throughout the concerted Portu-
guese response to the COVID-19 pandemic. When com-
paring to other neighboring countries, the epidemiological
context of COVID-19 in Portugal seems to have benefited
from several factors. Among others, the geographical
location which might have allowed more preparation time,
the effectiveness of the mitigation measures implemented
by the Government and Health Authorities and its com-
pliance by the population, could explain the current outlook.
Even though, following the identification of the immediate
concerns of an ever evolving pandemic scenario and to
enable action, under unprecedented public health circum-
stances, the PNPAS proposed a three level framework.
Firstly, at a general level, an attempt was made to tackle the
short and long-term nutritional consequences of COVID-19
population-based issues. As the short-term nutritional con-
sequences, the possible impact of lockdown and social
distancing/shielding on food choices and eating patterns
was identified, and as such, suitable dietary recommenda-
tions and food safety advice were issued. Moreover,
throughout social media, there seemed to be an alarmist
torrent of both the perceived threat posed by SARS-CoV-2
food transmission, alongside reports on the potential role of
certain foods or supplements to prevent or treat infection.
Hence, awareness campaigns were deployed to fight
nutrition-related misinformation and to clarify the evidence
behind emergent nutritional putative associations concern-
ing COVID-19 [6, 7]. Regarding the long-term con-
sequences, the COVID-19 crisis economic burden and the
rise of food insecurity was anticipated. Preliminary data
from a very recent evaluation of food insecurity during the
COVID-19 lockdown period, in Portugal, showed a pre-
valence of 33.2% [8]. For this reason, a food insecurity
screening was set up, together with the National Health
Service primary healthcare settings, followed by the
development of interventional models to be implemented
for at-risk individuals or families. Meanwhile, a nationwide
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Fig. 1 National framework regarding food and nutrition during
the COVID-19 pandemic response. Three-tier framework for a call
to action regarding dietary and nutritional interventions established
during the concerted Portuguese COVID-19 response: general, specific
and specialized.

survey on COVID-19 impact concerning on food insecurity,
eating habits and heath literacy was conducted and results
have already been made public. These will further inform
future strategies and interventions [8].

A second specific level was set to bring forth opportu-
nities to optimize food intake, nutritional status, and meta-
bolic health for some of the most vulnerable to severe
disease in the event of falling sick with COVID-19, i.e., the
frail elderly and those with high risk chronic conditions, like
metabolic disorders (e.g., diabetes) or cancer. The proposed
approach for this level of intervention took its lead both
from nutrition prehabilitation and “teachable moment”
strategies [9, 10]. To help facilitate timely and pertinent
community level interventions, COVID-19- specific
guidelines were developed to optimize elderly nutritional
status. Furthermore, patients with chronic diseases (e.g.,
diabetes, hypertension, and cardiovascular disease) should
be considered as a main target, by primary care settings, for
a brief counseling intervention model to encourage healthy
eating to further health gains. If we consider the COVID-19
disruption to routine healthcare provision, the establishment
of food and nutrition strategies that may support the
ongoing communication and care of patients with non-
communicable diseases becomes extremely important.
Knowing this, and for all those that may be impacted the
most, such as cancer patients, an interdisciplinary effort
recognizing the importance of a systematic, early and
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tightly integrated malnutrition screening and subsequent
specialized management, should also be reinforced
throughout the national health system.

Lastly, the third specialized level, comprising guidance
and indications for nutritional support throughout the
COVID-19 care pathway, whether it be dietary advice for
symptom management, for the great majority, that will be
self-managing their disease at home; or the best-practice, for
timely and safe nutritional support, for the few that will be
hospitalized while fighting COVID-19. For these patients,
either severe in the ward or critical in the ICU, a duly
adjusted nutritional risk screening and tailored nutrition
support must remain as an integral part of their standard of
care. Plus, it has been reinforced that the stand-alone advice,
and common thread to each and every treatment setting, is
that an adequate and nutritious diet, when possible, is
essential in aiding recovery, especially after the current
rigours of a hospital stay.

In conclusion, the opportunities for nutrition interven-
tions in times of COVID-19 are endless. Considering the
implementation of a food and nutrition national strategy,
together with decisive and concerted action, must be
encouraged in order to mitigate the widespread pernicious
consequences of the COVID-19 crisis on population dietary
behavior/habits, to support an adequate nutritional status in
at-risk groups and to ensure appropriate nutritional support
for COVID-19 patients.
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