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IFPRI’s mission is to provide research-based policy solutions to 
sustainably reduce poverty and end hunger and malnutrition. 
Recent publications and websites provide critical data and 
analysis on improving nutrition. 
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Pulses for Nutrition in India: 
Changing Patterns from Farm to Fork
Devesh Roy, Pramod Kumar Joshi,  
and Raj Chandra, editors

DATE: 2017 ISBN: 978-0-89629-256-7

The economic, environmental, and nutritional 
benefits of pulses are explored to understand  
how pulses can help India fight hunger  
and malnutrition.

Nourishing Millions:  
Stories of Change in Nutrition 
Stuart Gillespie, Judith Hodge, Sivan Yosef,  
and Rajul Pandya-Lorch, editors

DATE: 2016 ISBN: 978-0-89629-588-9

Nourishing Millions brings together the most 
intriguing stories about improving nutrition from 
the past five decades to provide insight into what 
drives success.



Nourished: How Africa Can Build 
a Future Free from Hunger and 
Malnutrition
Malabo Montpellier Panel

DATE: 2017 

Featuring case studies of seven African countries 
that have dramatically reduced malnutrition, this 
report encourages policy makers to meet Africa’s 
ambitious nutrition targets. 

2016 Global Nutrition Report: 
From Promise to Impact: Ending 
Malnutrition by 2030 
IFPRI

DATE: 2016  ISBN: 978-0-89629-584-1

This stocktaking of global nutrition focuses  
on making SMART commitments to end  
malnutrition in all its forms by 2030.

2017 Global Food Policy Report
IFPRI

DATE: 2017  ISBN: 978-0-89629-252-9 

IFPRI’s 2017 flagship report explores the  
impact of rapid urbanization on hunger  
and malnutrition. 

Achieving a Nutrition Revolution for Africa:  
The Road to Healthier Diets and Optimal Nutrition 
Namukolo Covic and Sheryl L. Hendriks, editors

DATE: 2016  ISBN: 978-0-89629-593-3

The 2015 ReSAKSS report examines how Africa’s agriculture-led 
growth and development agenda can deliver on improving 
nutrition, productivity, and health.

Trends in Nutrition Outcomes, 
Determinants, and Interventions in 
India (2006–2016)
Purnima Menon, Phuong H. Nguyen, Sneha Mani, 
Neha Kohli, Rasmi Avula, and Lan M.Tran

DATE: 2017

This overview of India’s national nutrition trends 
and state-level variability from POSHAN helps to 
identify areas of progress and areas where more 
investment is needed.
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The politics of reducing malnutrition: building commitment 
and accelerating progress
Stuart Gillespie,* Lawrence Haddad,* Venkatesh Mannar, Purnima Menon, Nicholas Nisbett, and the Maternal and Child Nutrition Study Group

In the past 5 years, political discourse about the challenge of undernutrition has increased substantially at national 
and international levels and has led to stated commitments from many national governments, international 
organisations, and donors. The Scaling Up Nutrition movement has both driven, and been driven by, this developing 
momentum. Harmonisation has increased among stakeholders, with regard to their understanding of the main 
causes of malnutrition and to the various options for addressing it. The main challenges are to enhance and expand 
the quality and coverage of nutrition-specifi c interventions, and to maximise the nutrition sensitivity of more distal 
interventions, such as agriculture, social protection, and water and sanitation. But a crucial third level of action exists, 
which relates to the environments and processes that underpin and shape political and policy processes. We focus on 
this neglected level. We address several fundamental questions: how can enabling environments and processes be 
cultivated, sustained, and ultimately translated into results on the ground? How has high-level political momentum 
been generated? What needs to happen to turn this momentum into results? How can we ensure that high-quality, 
well-resourced interventions for nutrition are available to those who need them, and that agriculture, social protection, 
and water and sanitation systems and programmes are proactively reoriented to support nutrition goals? We use a 
six-cell framework to discuss the ways in which three domains (knowledge and evidence, politics and governance, 
and capacity and resources) are pivotal to create and sustain political momentum, and to translate momentum into 
results in high-burden countries.

Introduction
The nutrition landscape has shifted fundamentally since 
the fi rst Lancet Series on Maternal and Child Under-
nutrition was published in January, 2008. Since then, 
almost every major development agency has published a 
policy document about undernutrition. In a very diffi  cult 
fi scal climate, offi  cial development assistance to the basic 
nutrition category has increased from US$259 million in 
2008, to $418 million in 2011—a rise of more than 60% 
(although it was $541 million in 2009).1 Furthermore, the 
G8 countries reported increases of almost 50% in 
bilateral spending on nutrition-specifi c and nutrition-
sensitive interventions between 2009 and 2011.2 Accord-
ing to Google Trends, “malnutrition”, now matches 
“HIV/AIDS” in terms of internet interest, whereas 
5 years ago, HIV/AIDS received twice as much interest as 
malnutrition. This shift is attributable to several factors: 
the food price spikes of 2007–08 sparked renewed media 
and policy interest in undernutrition, The Lancet 2008 
Series provided policy makers with a set of tangible 
interventions that were eff ective in various locations, 
and the 2008 Copenhagen Consensus concluded that 
nutrition interventions were among the most cost 
eff ective in development.3

The Scaling Up Nutrition (SUN) movement, which 
started in September 2010, is the most important symbol 
of the increased interest in nutrition.4 By the middle 
of May, 2013, the movement had grown to include 
35 countries that are committed to the scale-up of 
direct nutrition interventions and the advancement of 
nutrition-sensitive development, including 21 of the 
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Key messages
• Emerging country experiences show that rates of undernutrition reduction can be 

accelerated with deliberate action.
• Politicians and policy makers who want to promote broad-based growth and 

prevent human suff ering should prioritise investment in scale-up of 
nutrition-specifi c interventions, and should maximise the nutrition sensitivity of 
national development processes.

• Findings from studies of nutrition governance and policy processes broadly concur on 
three factors that shape enabling environments: knowledge and evidence, politics and 
governance, and capacity and resources.

• Framing of undernutrition reduction as an apolitical issue is short sighted and 
self-defeating. Political calculations are at the basis of eff ective coordination between 
sectors, national and subnational levels, private sector engagement, resource 
mobilisation, and state accountability to its citizens.

• Political commitment can be developed in a short time, but commitment must not be 
squandered—conversion to results needs a diff erent set of strategies and skills

• Leadership for nutrition, at all levels, and from various perspectives, is fundamentally 
important for creating and sustaining momentum and for conversion of that 
momentum into results on the ground.

• Acceleration and sustaining of progress in nutrition will not be possible without 
national and global support to a long-term process of strengthening systemic and 
organisational capacities.

• The private sector has substantial potential to contribute to improvements in 
nutrition, but eff orts to realise this have to date been hindered by a scarcity of credible 
evidence and trust. Both these issues need substantial attention if the positive 
potential is to be realised.

• Operational research of delivery, implementation, and scale-up of interventions, and 
contextual analyses about how to shape and sustain enabling environments, is 
essential as the focus shifts toward action.

Series

536 www.thelancet.com   Vol 382   August 10, 2013

Maternal and Child Nutrition 3

Nutrition-sensitive interventions and programmes: how can 
they help to accelerate progress in improving maternal and 
child nutrition?
Marie T Ruel, Harold Alderman, and the Maternal and Child Nutrition Study Group* 

Acceleration of progress in nutrition will require eff ective, large-scale nutrition-sensitive programmes that address 
key underlying determinants of nutrition and enhance the coverage and eff ectiveness of nutrition-specifi c 
interventions. We reviewed evidence of nutritional eff ects of programmes in four sectors—agriculture, social safety 
nets, early child development, and schooling. The need for investments to boost agricultural production, keep prices 
low, and increase incomes is undisputable; targeted agricultural programmes can complement these investments by 
supporting livelihoods, enhancing access to diverse diets in poor populations, and fostering women’s empowerment. 
However, evidence of the nutritional eff ect of agricultural programmes is inconclusive—except for vitamin A from 
biofortifi cation of orange sweet potatoes—largely because of poor quality evaluations. Social safety nets currently 
provide cash or food transfers to a billion poor people and victims of shocks (eg, natural disasters). Individual studies 
show some eff ects on younger children exposed for longer durations, but weaknesses in nutrition goals and actions, 
and poor service quality probably explain the scarcity of overall nutritional benefi ts. Combined early child development 
and nutrition interventions show promising additive or synergistic eff ects on child development—and in some cases 
nutrition—and could lead to substantial gains in cost, effi  ciency, and eff ectiveness, but these programmes have yet to 
be tested at scale. Parental schooling is strongly associated with child nutrition, and the eff ectiveness of emerging 
school nutrition education programmes needs to be tested. Many of the programmes reviewed were not originally 
designed to improve nutrition yet have great potential to do so. Ways to enhance programme nutrition-sensitivity 
include: improve targeting; use conditions to stimulate participation; strengthen nutrition goals and actions; and 
optimise women’s nutrition, time, physical and mental health, and empowerment. Nutrition-sensitive programmes 
can help scale up nutrition-specifi c interventions and create a stimulating environment in which young children can 
grow and develop to their full potential.

Introduction
The food system is threatened by food and oil price 
volatility, diversion of resources from production of food 
to biofuels, climate change and related water short-
ages, persistent confl icts and emergencies, and natural 
disasters aff ecting agriculture production and yields.1–4 
These challenges are compounded by changes in demand 
for food that are brought about by growing populations, 

increasing incomes, and urbanisation—shifts that raise 
concerns about diet quality and food safety, while 
threatening water, land, and other fi nite natural 
resources.5–8 In view of these challenges, pro tection of 
nutrition, let alone acceleration of progress, will entail 
more than bringing nutrition-specifi c inter ventions to 
scale. It will require a new and more aggressive focus on 
coupling eff ective nutrition-specifi c interventions (ie, 
those that address the immediate determinants of 
nutrition) with nutrition-sensitive pro grammes that 
address the underlying causes of under nutrition 
(panel 19,10).

Nutrition-sensitive programmes draw on comple-
mentary sectors such as agriculture, health, social pro-
tection, early child development, education, and water 
and sanitation to aff ect the underlying determinants of 
nutrition, including poverty; food insecurity; scarcity of 
access to adequate care resources; and to health, water, 
and sanitation services.11 Key features that make pro-
grammes in these sectors potentially nutrition-sensitive 
are: they address crucial underlying determinants of 
nutrition; they are often implemented at large scale and 
can be eff ective at reaching poor populations12 who 
have high malnutrition rates; and they can be leveraged 
to serve as delivery platforms for nutrition-specifi c 
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Key messages

• Nutrition-sensitive interventions and programmes in agriculture, social safety nets, 
early child development, and education have enormous potential to enhance the scale 
and eff ectiveness of nutrition-specifi c interventions; improving nutrition can also help 
nutrition-sensitive programmes achieve their own goals.

• Targeted agricultural programmes and social safety nets can have a large role in 
mitigation of potentially negative eff ects of global changes and man-made and 
environmental shocks, in supporting livelihoods, food security, diet quality, and 
women’s empowerment, and in achieving scale and high coverage of nutritionally 
at-risk households and individuals.

• Evidence of the eff ectiveness of targeted agricultural programmes on maternal and 
child nutrition, with the exception of vitamin A, is limited; strengthening of nutrition 
goals and actions and rigorous eff ectiveness assessments are needed.

(Continues on next page)
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Nutrition-sensitive agriculture: What have we learned so far?

Marie T. Ruela,⁎, Agnes R. Quisumbinga, Mysbah Balagamwalab

a International Food Policy Research Institute (IFPRI), USA
bOxford Policy Management, Oxford, UK
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A B S T R A C T

A growing number of governments, donor agencies, and development organizations are committed to supporting
nutrition-sensitive agriculture (NSA) to achieve their development goals. While consensus exists on pathways
through which agriculture may influence nutrition-related outcomes, empirical evidence on agriculture's con-
tribution to nutrition and how it can be enhanced is still weak. This paper reviews recent empirical evidence
(since 2014), including findings from impact evaluations of a variety of NSA programs using experimental de-
signs as well as observational studies that document linkages between agriculture, women's empowerment, and
nutrition linkages. The paper summarizes existing knowledge regarding impacts, but also pathways, mechan-
isms, and contextual factors that affect where and how agriculture may improve nutrition outcomes. The paper
concludes with reflections on implications for agricultural programs, policies, and investments, and highlights
future research priorities.

1. Introduction

A growing number of governments, donor agencies, and develop-
ment organizations are committed to supporting nutrition-sensitive
agriculture to achieve their development goals. Nevertheless, nutrition-
specific interventions alone, even if implemented at scale, will not meet
global targets for improving nutrition (Bhutta et al., 2013; WHO, 2014).
Other sectors need to contribute as well, and agriculture has strong
potential due to the many ways in which it can influence the underlying
determinants of nutrition outcomes (Black et al., 2013), including
through improving global food availability and access and through
enhancing household food security, dietary quality, income, and wo-
men's empowerment. Globally, the need for agriculture to support
better nutrition and health has been recognized and was reflected in the
discussions leading up to the United Nations’ 2030 Agenda for Sus-
tainable Development (United Nations, 2017), and regionally, it is re-
flected in the growing number of initiatives to support countries in
integrating nutrition interventions into their agricultural investment
plans, as illustrated by the Comprehensive Africa Agriculture Devel-
opment Programme investment plans (Rampa and van Seters, 2013).
Countries like Nigeria and Ethiopia, for example, have recently devel-
oped nutrition-sensitive agricultural plans, a clear manifestation of the
greater political priority being given to improving the nutritional im-
pact of investments in the agricultural sector.

Making agriculture more nutrition-sensitive (See Box 1 for defini-
tions of nutrition-specific and nutrition-sensitive interventions or

programs), however, requires a new way of thinking, planning, im-
plementing, and partnering, as well as the active engagement of a
variety of stakeholders from multiple sectors. It also requires identi-
fying critical entry points where nutrition goals can be incorporated
into agro-food systems (Jaenicke and Virchow, 2013). Some of the in-
itial steps undertaken to bring the relevant stakeholders and sectors
together include designing and agreeing on conceptual frameworks that
identify the multiple pathways by which agriculture can impact nutri-
tion. This topic has been the subject of an extensive body of work in-
cluding the development of several conceptual frameworks that high-
light the dynamic and multifaceted linkages between agriculture,
health, and nutrition (Headey et al., 2012; Herforth and Harris, 2014;
IFPRI, 2011; Jaenicke and Virchow, 2013; Kadiyala et al., 2014;
Pinstrup-Andersen, 2012; World Bank, 2007). Ruel and Alderman
(2013) identified six pathways through which agricultural interven-
tions can impact nutrition: (1) food access from own-production; (2)
income from the sale of commodities produced; (3) food prices from
changes in supply and demand; (4) women's social status and empower-
ment through increased access to and control over resources; (5) wo-
men's time through participation in agriculture, which can be either
positive or negative for their own nutrition and that of their children;
and (6) women's health and nutrition through engagement in agriculture,
which also can have either positive or negative impacts, depending on
exposure to toxic agents and the balance between energy intake and
expenditure. The characterization of the pathways by which agriculture
and nutrition are linked and of the unequivocal mediating role of
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Nutrition-Sensitive Agriculture:  
What Have We Learned So Far? 
Marie T. Ruel, Agnes R. Quisumbing, and Mysbah Balagamwala

DATE: 2018  JOURNAL: Global Food Security

Reviewing recent evidence on nutrition-sensitive agricultural programs,  
the authors find that including nutrition and health behavior change 
communication and women’s empowerment interventions makes these 
programs more effective.

Nutrition-Sensitive Interventions and Programmes:  
How Can They Help to Accelerate Progress in Improving 
Maternal and Child Nutrition? 
Marie T. Ruel, Harold Alderman, and the Maternal and Child Nutrition  
Study Group

DATE: 2013  JOURNAL: Lancet

This article reviews the evidence of nutritional effects of nutrition-sensitive 
programs in four sectors—agriculture, social safety nets, early child 
development, and schooling.

The Politics of Reducing Malnutrition: Building 
Commitment and Accelerating Progress 
Stuart Gillespie, Lawrence Haddad, Venkatesh Mannar, Purnima Menon,  
and Nicholas Nisbett

DATE: 2013  JOURNAL: Lancet

The pivotal roles of knowledge and evidence, politics and governance, and 
capacity and resources in creating and sustaining political momentum for 
reducing malnutrition are examined in this article.

CGIAR Research Program on 
Agriculture for Nutrition and Health 
(A4NH) 
www.a4nh.cgiar.org

A4NH, led by IFPRI, helps realize the potential  
of agricultural development to deliver gender-
equitable health and nutritional benefits to  
the poor.

HarvestPlus
www.harvestplus.org

HarvestPlus develops and promotes biofortified 
staple crops to improve human health and 
nutrition, and provides global leadership on 
biofortification evidence and technology.
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Women Improving Nutrition through 
Group-based Strategies (WINGS)
www.gaap.ifpri.info/portfolio/ 
south-asia/wings

The WINGS project mobilizes women’s self-help 
groups in vulnerable, excluded communities to 
help improve women’s and children’s diets  
and nutrition.

Transform Nutrition
www.transformnutrition.org

The Transform Nutrition consortium works to 
strengthen the evidence base on nutrition and 
engage decision makers and program implementers 
in dialogue about how to tackle the nutrition crisis.

Agriculture, Nutrition, and Gender 
Linkages (ANGeL)
www.bangladesh.ifpri.info/our-work/
angel

The ANGeL project aims to identify actions and 
investments in agriculture that are most effective 
in improving nutrition and empowering women 
in Bangladesh.

Alive & Thrive
www.aliveandthrive.org

A&T emphasizes optimal breastfeeding and 
complementary feeding practices for infants and 
young children, and adequate nourishment and 
care for pregnant women.
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Partnerships and Opportunities to 
Strengthen and Harmonize Actions 
for Nutrition in India (POSHAN)
www.poshan.ifpri.info

POSHAN aims to improve nutrition in India by 
synthesizing, generating, and mobilizing 
nutrition evidence.
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