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By Tui Swinnen, Jeremy Shoham and Carmel Dolan,
with input from Charulatha Banerjee, Lillian
Karanja-Odhiambo and Ambarka Youssoufane

This work was carried out as part of ENN’s work
under the Technical Assistance for Nutrition (TAN)
programme funded with UK Aid from the UK
Government.  ENN acknowledges all people who
spoke to our team in Senegal, Kenya and Nepal
during the field work to produce these three case
studies for generously sharing their experience and
insights with us. We would also like to thank the
many reviewers who gave valuable feedback on
drafts of this work.

Background 
ENN has published a series of case studies
on multi-sector nutrition programming at
the sub-national level as part of its Knowledge
Management (KM) work under the UK De-
partment of International Development
(DFID)-funded TAN programme (supporting
learning within the Scaling Up Nutrition
(SUN) Movement). ENN’s objective was to
construct detailed descriptions from sub-
national and implementation levels of how
sectors are working together to implement
programmes and how new programme ap-
proaches fit within existing institutional ar-
chitecture. For practitioners and policymakers
working in nutrition, limited evidence and
documentation is available on how nutri-
tion-sensitive (see Box 1) and multi-sector
programmes are being operationalised and
how these interact with existing institutional
architecture and structures at the sub-national
level. Documentation has oen centred
around national policies, strategies and
frameworks and guidance available is still
fairly generic and ‘top down’. is series of
case studies aims to help fill this gap by pro-
viding important lessons learned to help
shape future approaches and practice.

is work comprises three country case
studies from selected ‘high achieving’ SUN
countries with a strong track record in cham-
pioning and improving undernutrition: Kenya,
Nepal and Senegal. e case studies are based
on fieldwork and interviews conducted by
ENN’s Regional KM specialist team in late
2017. In each country, two districts (or coun-
ties) were selected to explore in detail how
institutional change and commitments at the
national level have translated into new types
of programmatic approaches at the imple-
mentation level, as well as how concepts of
multi-sectorality and nutrition sensitivity are
being understood and operationalised. Within
each focus district a specific multi-sector
programme was examined. In Kenya, focus
districts were Homa Bay and Makueni (with
some field work also in Busia); the focus
programme was the United States Agency
for International Development (USAID)-
funded agri-nutrition programme Accelerated
Value Chain Development (AVCD). In Nepal,
the district of Jumla was selected from the
western mountains region and Kapilavastu
from the Terai, with a focus on the govern-
ment-led Multi Sectoral Nutrition Plan
(MSNP) phase 1. In Senegal, focus districts
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The case studies and synthesis identify five types of programme or adaptations that can render an
intervention increasingly sensitive to nutrition:
• Multiple sectors converge on nutritionally vulnerable households or demographic groups to 

offer programmes services; e.g. targeting of services to first 1,000 days households.
• Multiple sectors converge at the level of village or commune believed to be vulnerable to 

undernutrition; e.g. agriculture and health workers use the same list of target beneficiaries to 
deliver complementary agriculture and nutrition inputs within the same village commune.

• Nutrition messaging is incorporated into the work and activities of other sectors; e.g. education 
curricula changes to include nutrition components, nutrition behaviour-change communication
(BCC) within a social protection programme.

• Nutrition-sensitive sectors change or add inputs into programmes; e.g. replacing poultry with 
milk-producing animals, introducing seeds for fortified crops, changes in hardware. 

• Nutrition-specific platforms utilised to introduce nutrition-sensitive messaging from other 
sectors; e.g. food and personal hygiene, need for dietary diversity, etc. 

Box 1 Making programmes nutrition-sensitive 

Exploring 
multi-sector
programming at
district level in
Senegal, Nepal
and Kenya 

Location: Kenya, Somalia, Nepal
What we know: ere is a shi towards devolved governance in many countries; there
has been little examination of its impact on multi-sector nutrition programming. 

What this article adds: A series of three country case studies and accompanying
synthesis by ENN describe how multi-sector programme implementation at sub-
national level in three ‘high achieving’ SUN countries. In each country, two districts
were explored in depth, and within each, a specific multi-sector programme examined.
e studies find that devolution is changing the nutrition landscape, with implications
for programmes, policies and funding arrangements. Coordination guidance is geared
towards national level; sub-national coordination is challenging and has evolved in a
way that is “loose”, “unstructured” and “opportunistic. ere is a lack of robust data on
household’s receipt of comprehensive sector support. None of the programmes
examined collected data on the additional cost of implementing multi-sector nutrition
sector programming and have not yet developed robust monitoring systems able to
demonstrate their nutrition impact. ere are diverse understandings of what
‘nutrition sensitivity’ means among the many stakeholders consulted.
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were Matam in the north east, bordering the Sa-
hara desert, and Kédougou in the south east,
with a main focus on the multi-sector PINKK
project in Kédougou and the (now complete)
Yaajeende project in Matam. e range of focus
districts reflects the significant diversity that
exists within these countries in terms of patterns
of malnutrition, socioeconomic status of the
population and ecological zones. is provided
insights into how national infrastructure, plans
and approaches are adapted to different regions. 

A synthesis document shares key findings and
observations on the realities of multi-sector pro-
gramming based on the three case studies. Emerg-
ing changes to practice are discussed, as are chal-
lenges and opportunities that sub-national-level
stakeholders are experiencing. Key findings from
the synthesis are summarised in box 1.

Devolution
High-level commitments around stunting and
wasting reduction, along with other improve-
ments in nutrition, must take account of districts’
or counties’ plans, capacities and resources. e
shi towards devolved governance in many
countries means that careful analysis is necessary
to understand how this may positively or nega-
tively impact the drive towards multi-sector nu-
trition programming. Little or no work has been
conducted on the impact of devolution on mul-
ti-sector nutrition programming to date.

e case study countries are at differing
stages of decentralisation or devolution, but in
all three the trend is towards the decentralisation
of power, with budgeting, coordination and im-
plementation increasingly being decided sub-
nationally. is is changing the nutrition land-
scape and has implications for the design of
future national programmes, policies and funding
arrangements.

Although understanding of the impact of
devolution on multi-sector nutrition program-
ming in the three case study countries was
largely impressionistic, a few issues are note-
worthy. In Kenya, there was a strong sense that
devolution has facilitated multi-sector engage-
ment at sub-national level as there is less bu-
reaucracy. In Nepal, the impression was that
decentralisation will create new opportunities,
but also significant challenges, especially with
respect to resourcing and capacity. ere is also
a frustration that, while data produced through
monitoring of national nutrition efforts at the
sub-national level is being collected centrally,
there is scarcely any feedback from national
level. In Senegal, there was a strong sense that
national-level nutrition policies and frameworks
need to be regionalised and more embedded in
sector policies to allow more context-appropriate
interventions. 

Devolution impacts programme implemen-
tation capacity, flexibility of programming and
the underpinning institutional architecture.
rough devolution, sector or ministerial heads
at the national level have less control over ex-
penditure, what is prioritised and how sectors

work together on the ground in nutrition. Adap-
tation is needed to ensure that guidance and
support can still be provided to the districts in
the form of policy guidance, capacity building
and aligning actions around national goals and
targets. is is an important area for future
documentation and enquiry. 

Coordination 
Coordination between sectors is critical to
enable multi-sector action. However, available
guidance on how to coordinate multi-sector
programming is mainly generic and ‘high level’,
outlining the need for a set of enabling factors;
e.g. a Common Results Framework attached to
a national plan, a ‘multi-sector platform’, and a
high-level representative of government office
convening on nutrition. is form of guidance
is mainly geared towards the national level and
is not easily transferable to sub-national insti-
tutional and administrative arrangements. Fur-
thermore, institutional architecture and coor-
dination processes, especially at sub-national
level, are highly context-specific and, in many
countries, evolving towards devolution. As a
result, it is difficult and may be unwise to gen-
eralise about the optimal processes for enhanced
sub-national, multi-sector coordination.

e case studies clearly show coordination
to be a key challenge in the implementation of
multi-sector programmes across multiple levels.
Some challenges observed include limited in-
centives to coordinate with other sectors at the
sub-national level, limited financial resources
to effect district-level coordination, and the ex-
istence of multiple parallel coordination meetings
for nutrition and related sectors. New multi-
sector approaches to nutrition have been intro-
duced at the programmatic level, requiring input
from multiple sectors, but the structures and
institutions in place have not yet evolved to
enable this.

As a result of these challenges a type of co-
ordination has evolved in all three countries at
sub-national, operational level variously described
as “loose”, “unstructured” and “opportunistic”. 

In Nepal, part way through the implementa-
tion of the first phase of the national MSNP, a
Technical Support Unit (TSU) was introduced
in each programme district to better coordinate
the seven implementing ministries. To date, the
TSUs have been a ‘game changer’ in the way the
MSNP works, facilitating routine meetings be-
tween the sectors and carrying out other crucial
tasks that previously had no ‘institutional home’,
such as creating activity plans, tracking progress
against set targets and sending quarterly reports
and monitoring data to central level. A non-
governmental organisation (NGO), HERD, sec-
onded staff to each TSU. In the Kenya case
study, the important role of development partners
in helping to coordinate sector activities was
also highlighted. 

Delivery
A primary consideration in the case studies was
the extent to which programmes have enabled

more comprehensive sector support for household
members and what lessons there are for future
programming design and scale-up. It is commonly
understood that households who receive a com-
prehensive package of services that simultaneously
address the underlying causes of malnutrition
have better outcomes, but what this looks like
‘on the ground’ is still not well documented.
None of the case study programmes collected
robust data on the proportion of households in
the intervention area in receipt of multi-
sector/multiple interventions. is information
is critical for convergence and targeting of mul-
ti-sector programming and therefore needs fur-
ther attention and enquiry. Smaller-scale pro-
grammes seem to be able to deliver a ‘complete
package’ to target households, but the extent to
which this sometimes resource-intensive approach
can be implemented by government and at scale
is another issue requiring attention.

Cost and resources
None of the case study country programmes
collected data on the (additional) cost of im-
plementing multi-sector nutrition sector pro-
gramming. is is complex, requiring precise
definition or categorisation of what activities
or processes are, or contribute to, nutrition-
sensitive, multi-sector programming; e.g. sub-
stituting milking animals for poultry, adding
nutrition messaging to a sector intervention
and targeting particular households. Without
this information, it is difficult to assess the
cost-effectiveness of multi-sector nutrition pro-
gramming; or indeed, what funds need to be
made available by government and development
partners to enable programming. In Nepal,
there were reports from both MSNP study re-
gions that money made available for sectors
was not adequate to implement real change to
programming and MSNP-specific funding was
dwarfed by the larger sector-specific spend. At
best, the small sums of money made available
by government simply reminded sectors to con-
sider the nutrition sensitivity of their work.

Monitoring and evaluation
(M&E)
e programmes studied have not yet developed
robust monitoring systems able to demonstrate
the nutrition impact of multi-sector interventions,
although in the case of Nepal, evaluation of
MSNP I identified this as a substantial gap and
plans have been made to monitor impact on
nutrition and other outcomes in the next phase.
In Senegal, the programme in Matam (Yaajeende)
conducted baseline, mid-term and end-term
evaluations, which included nutrition impact
assessments. (So far these have demonstrated
only limited impact on nutrition indicators). 

Given the nature of the changes brought
about by multi-sector programming (mainly
changes in targeting or convergence, BCC and
project inputs), there is a pressing need and
substantial opportunity to demonstrate effec-
tiveness and impact of the interventions. 

ree key points are made based on the find-
ings from the case studies. Firstly, effecting and
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enabling multi-sector programming is consid-
erably more difficult than has perhaps been re-
alised. Effort and changes required to enable
multi-sector programming must therefore be
matched by proven benefit (on nutrition), making
M&E a critical area for focus in future pro-
grammes. Secondly, the type of changes to pro-
gramming that can occur in a multi-sector ap-
proach (with the exception of targeting and
convergence) have not yet been proven to impact
nutrition. For example, the evidence base for
nutrition-sensitive agriculture and water, sani-
tation and hygiene (WASH) is not strong and
the evidence around BCC is also inconclusive.
irdly, there are hitherto unique opportunities
for measuring impact of a multi-sector approach,
given the momentum for it in many countries,
yet these opportunities are not currently being
capitalised upon. e gradual rollout of the pro-
grammes in Kenya and Nepal offers the perfect

opportunity to conduct research with control
or comparison groups. 

Understanding nutrition
sensitivity
It was clear from interviews conducted that
there are diverse understandings of what ‘nutrition
sensitivity’ means among the many stakeholders
consulted. In some cases, stakeholders saw their
work or the work of their sector as ‘already sen-
sitive to nutrition’, i.e. contributing to food pro-
duction, and did not necessarily understand the
need to tailor or adapt programmes or change
the way in which they are measured. is suggests
that, while many stakeholders appeared to un-
derstand the need for a multi-sector approach
to tackle undernutrition, fewer understood nu-
trition-sensitivity or the impact pathways that
lead to undernutrition. e multi-sector approach
was articulated by some stakeholders as simply

requiring that every sector ‘does its bit’ for nu-
trition, largely through business-as-usual, rather
than tailoring or adapting approaches or the
way that programmes are measured. 

is series is the first in what ENN hopes
will be several rounds of this kind of documen-
tation carried out under this project. By focusing
on documentation at the sub-national level, it
is hoped that a richer understanding of multi-
sector practice and programming will emerge
to inform and improve future practice, pro-
gramme design and implementation. 

For more information, contact: Tui Swinnen,
email: tui@ennonline.net

All three case studies and the synthesis report
are available for download online at: 
www.ennonline.net/ourwork/knowledgem-
anagement/sunkm

The pooled 84 country prevalence esti-
mate for children 6–59 months of age
experiencing either wasting or stunting
was found to be 38.9%, 95% CI [38.7,

39.0]. is means that only 61.1%, 95% CI [61.0,
61.3], of children in the 84 countries escape
both conditions.

e estimated prevalences from this analysis
were calculated to correspond to nearly 6 million
children concurrently wasted and stunted in the
84 countries. e authors note that given the

transitory nature of wasting in particular, where
a child can experience several episodes of wasting
during a set period, using cross‐sectional data
insufficiently estimates the actual prevalence
(Garenne et al., 2009). is means that the above
is likely to be an underestimate of the true burden
of children experiencing these two deficits con-
currently. See figure 1. For a graphical represen-
tation of the results by country. 

Reducing the prevalence of children who are
wasted and stunted are global priorities. Wasting

and stunting are oen present in the same geo-
graphical populations (Victora, 1992) and it is
recognised that children can be stunted and wasted
at the same time, ‘concurrently wasted and stunted’
(IFPRI 2015). ough the relationship between
these manifestations of undernutrition at the level
of the individual child and the mechanisms leading
to this state of “concurrence” are poorly understood
(Angood et al 2016), evidence suggests that
children with both deficits are at a greatly elevated
risk of mortality (McDonald et al., 2013). 

This paper highlights the issue that despite
the above, there are no global estimates of the
prevalence and burden of concurrence (UNICEF
et al., 2016). It is in fact rarely reported, though
the data required to estimate concurrence is
readily available in national surveys (Saaka &
Galaa, 2016). The authors note that reporting
on global figures for the prevalence of different
nutritional deficits separately, underestimates
the true proportion of the global population
affected by nutritional deficits as a whole and,
ignores this critical proportion of children af-
fected by multiple deficits who may require
additional nutritional support.

Summary of research1

Location: Global
What we know: Wasting and stunting are oen present in the same geographical populations
and can exist concurrently in the same children, increasing risk of mortality; the burden of
concurrence is currently not known. 

What this article adds: is study provides the first multiple country estimates of the
prevalence and burden of children aged 6–59 months concurrently wasted and stunted using
data from Demographic and Health Surveys (DHS) and Multi‐indicator Cluster Surveys
(MICS). In this study the pooled prevalence of children concurrently wasted and stunted in
84 countries was found to be 3.0%, 95% CI [2.97, 3.06], varying from 0% in Montenegro to
8.0%, 95% CI [7.2, 8.9], in Niger. Nine countries had a concurrence prevalence >5%, the
suggested threshold for concern and intensification of identification and treatment efforts.
Prevalence of concurrence was highest in the 12 to 24 month age group 4.2%, 95% CI [4.1,
4.3], and significantly higher among boys 3.54%, 95% CI [3.47, 3.61], compared to girls;
2.46%, 95% CI [2.41, 2.52] and higher in fragile and conflict‐affected states 3.6%, 95% CI [3.5,
3.6], compared to stable countries 2.24%, 95% CI [2.18, 2.30]. Results indicate a need to
systematically report on this condition within country and global monitoring systems. 

1 Khara, T., Mwangome, M., Ngari, M. and Dolan, C. (2017) 
Children concurrently wasted and stunted: A meta-analysis 
of prevalence data of children 6-59 months from 84 
countries. Maternal and child nutrition, September 2017. 
DOI: 10.1111/mcn.12516  
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