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“Mothers are confident when it comes to 
preparing nutritious meals [now]…The 
babies are healthy and happy and the 
mothers cannot stop talking about the 
different kinds of recipes they are 
coming up with!” 
– Priviledge Manenji, Amalima Loko Nutrition Coordinator
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What we know: 
Since 2015, the European Union has been supporting countries to create 
national multi-sectoral, country-led, and country-owned information 
platforms for nutrition known as National Information Platforms 
for Nutrition (NIPN). A rigorous and independent study on the 
performance and progress of the NIPN initiative was conducted in 2022.  

What this adds: 
The authors reflect on the specifics identified by the evaluation that led 
to the closure of the project in Bangladesh. While the project was seen as 
relevant, it lacked coherence and effectiveness and was not sustainable. The 
short duration and many challenges faced by NIPN Bangladesh did not 
prepare the ground for impact. Several interesting outcomes were observed, 
such as the increased demand for robust data, evidence, and analysis on 
nutrition to inform policy development. Overall, the study highlighted 
the complexity of multi-sectoral projects and the need for genuine 
stakeholder engagement throughout. 

Creating 
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Learnings 
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A rural market. Bangladesh

The NIPN initiative was 
launched by the Europe-
an Union in 2015 to sup-
port partner countries who 

are part of the global Scaling Up Nu-
trition (SUN) movement. SUN coun-
tries have committed to delivering 
evidence-based programmes and in-
terventions to improve human nutri-
tion in their progress toward the 2030 

Agenda for Sustainable Development 
Goal 2: to ‘end hunger, achieve food 
security and improved nutrition and 
promote sustainable agriculture.’

The driving objective of NIPN is to 
create national multi-sectoral, coun-
try-led, and country-owned informa-
tion platforms for nutrition. Each plat-
form is intended to strengthen national 
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especially in one district around feeding eggs to young children, 
the programme organised multiple community dialogues and an 
interactive forum theatre with influential family members – in-
cluding grandmothers who uphold the norms. Some caregivers 
found that their children did not like the taste of mopane worm 
powder. To improve palatability for children, the programme ad-
justed recommendations to encourage mixing the powder with 
other ingredients. Seasonal availability continues to be another 
challenge. The programme promotes sun drying of vegetables and 
some indigenous fruits and pounding these into a powder that is 
then used to enrich the child's food. In addition, supporting farm-
ers’ groups to sun dry pumpkin seeds and nuts has helped to ad-
dress year-round availability. 

Lessons learned
Important lessons for improving young children’s diets emerged 
from this experience. First, the Key Foods List demonstrates how 
even small amounts of indigenous foods can contribute signif-
icantly to meeting the nutrient requirements of children aged 
6–11 and 12–23 months. This learning contributes to the grow-
ing evidence base on the role of indigenous foods in ensuring an 
affordable, accessible, and nutritionally adequate diet (Termote et 
al., 2014; Ruzengwe et al., 2022). It also highlights how ongoing 
natural resource management efforts, undertaken to conserve 
wild food resources by communities and supported through the 
programme, are essential for young child feeding as well as other 
nutrition and livelihood goals.

The seven-step approach can be used by any programme to 
translate a key foods list of indigenous foods into a menu of local-
ly acceptable foods that communities and caregivers are willing and 
able to use to improve young children’s diets through meals and 
snacks. The participatory approach with communities, caregivers, 
and their families was necessary to contextualise the programme’s 
Key Foods List and develop the menu of options. Caregivers’ real ex-
periences helped identify practical and feasible solutions that moth-
ers were keen to adopt. It is worth noting that, while the focus of this 
work was on food-based recommendations for children aged 6–23 
months, programmes should also promote continued breastfeeding 
through to age two years and beyond. Breastmilk remains an essen-
tial source of energy and nutrients for this age group.

Finally, the move away from standard recipes to a menu of op-
tions from which caregivers could select based on seasonal avail-
ability, child’s taste and preference, and other personal choices is 
a lesson learned from caregivers themselves. 

Conclusion 
Drawing on global best practice, and responding to the needs of 
many implementing partners of infant and young child feeding 
programmes, this experience offers a template for working to im-
prove children’s diets. Multi-sectoral nutrition programmes car-
rying out community-based work could apply the same approach 
to develop context-specific, locally acceptable, and feasible food-
based recommendations to improve the diets of young children, 
and move away from providing food transfers.

For more information, please contact Jen Burns at 
jbarr5@yahoo.com 

http://www.ennonline.net/fex


28 FIELD EXCHANGE ISSUE 72, April 2024 www.ennonline.net/fex

Original Article

1	 C4N is a joint multi-donor action between the European 
Commission and the German Federal Ministry for 
Economic Cooperation and Development (BMZ). C4N 
is part of the BMZ umbrella project, Knowledge for 
Nutrition Programme (K4N), implemented by Deutsche 
Gesellschaft für Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ).

2  https://www.n4d.group 
3  The protocol report for the Contribution Study of the 

National Information Platform for Nutrition Initiative 
is available at: https://www.n4d.group/national-
information-platforms-for-nutrition/ 

capacities in nutrition data analysis to ultimately 
bolster the inclusion of evidence-based nutrition 
recommendations to better inform decision mak-
ers in the areas of policy, programming, and in-
vestment for nutrition. 

Starting in 2018, nine countries took part in 
the NIPN Phase 1 initiative: Bangladesh, Burki-
na Faso, Cote d’Ivoire (N’dri et al., 2022), Ethi-
opia, Guatemala, Kenya, Lao PDR, Niger, and 
Uganda. Between 2020 and 2022, eight coun-
tries transitioned to Phase 2 of the NIPN pro-
ject, while NIPN Bangladesh closed in February 
2022. The following year, in 2023, Zambia be-
gan implementing NIPN, bringing the number 
of countries back to nine at the time the current 
article was written.

A global coordination team, managed by 
Capacity for Nutrition (C4N1), coordinates the 
nine NIPN projects at global level. In 2022, C4N-
NIPN commissioned the group N4D2 to conduct 
a rigorous and independent study on the perfor-
mance and progress of the NIPN initiative3. The 
study included two country deep-dives, on Ken-
ya and Niger, and a full audit of the closed Bang-
ladesh programme. This article focuses on the 
learnings from NIPN Bangladesh. It aims to de-
tail the lessons learned from the factors that led 
to the closure of the programme and to provide 
specific recommendations to support future de-
sign and implementation of successful national 
nutrition information systems. 

Methodology 
N4D used the Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development (OECD) Devel-
opment Assistance Committee (DAC) criteria 
to assess the performance of the NIPN platform 
in Bangladesh in terms of relevance, coher-
ence, effectiveness, impact, and sustainability. 
The study was driven by the research questions 
set out in Box 1. To answer each research ques-
tion, the evaluators developed a set of judge-
ment criteria/indicators that they explored ei-
ther through analysis of secondary data (desk 
review of key strategic documents and data re-
lated to NIPN concepts and activities: theory of 
change, data landscape analysis and annual re-
ports), or through the collection and analysis of 
primary data (interviews with NIPN stakehold-

ers and partners). In their approach, the evalu-
ators assessed the relevance of NIPN design at 
country and global levels to meet both the needs 
of target stakeholders and the aims and objec-
tives of the initiative. 

In April 2023, the N4D nutrition research-
er interviewed 14 stakeholders and partners 
in 12 interviews (Table 1). Interview findings 
were triangulated with the previously complet-
ed desk review.

Findings 
Based on the desk review and in-depth inter-
views, the findings are presented in line with the 
five OECD-DAC criteria. 

Relevance
There was unanimity among those interviewed 
that NIPN was a relevant initiative for Bangla-
desh. The nutrition data landscape is very frag-
mented, with a lack of coordination between 
sectors and within government. Additionally, 
data and information have historically flowed 
from programmes to donors individually and 
there has been no national information system 
to track progress. As such, respondents agreed 
that NIPN as a concept could add value to sup-
port the strengthening of data systems and using 
data to promote government-owned, multi-sec-
toral nutrition policies and programmes. 

However, analysis showed that the method 
of implementation in Bangladesh was not ap-
propriate for the national context nor responsive 
to the needs of the government and other key 
stakeholders. The donor-selected institution-
al arrangements for NIPN Bangladesh, with an 
INGO as the primary contract holder, was seen 
as less than optimal. Most respondents felt that 
the Government of Bangladesh should have had 
ownership of the initiative. Bangladesh is the 
only country in which NIPN was implement-
ed by an INGO. The government partners and 
other national stakeholders were not invited to 
contribute to the decision-making process when 
contracts were awarded. This led to a feeling of 
lack of transparency and communication in the 
early stages of setting up NIPN Bangladesh.

Coherence
Multi-stakeholder projects are inherently com-
plex, with many partners, stakeholders, and 
multi-sectoral committees. In Bangladesh, the 
evaluation showed that the inception period of 

six months planned to set up a NIPN platform 
was too optimistic given the complexity of the 
institutional landscape. Key activities such as 
reaching consensus on the institutional struc-
ture and developing the multi-sectoral commit-
tees took much longer than expected. In the end, 
it took around 18 months for the project set-up 
to be completed. Participants consistently re-
ferred to the lack of progress during the first 12–
18 months of the project, which they felt was due 
to poor management, poor communication, and 
delays with approvals. Progress was particularly 
slow because the main guarantor was an INGO, 
which was unable to efficiently engage govern-
ment officials. Due to the multifaceted nature of 
NIPN, the project was a challenge to coordinate, 
resulting in significant delays from the start and 
throughout. Key strategic documents lacked 
comprehensive planning and were insufficient-
ly detailed, resulting in incoherent engagement 
across stakeholders.

Changes in leadership also created chal-
lenges with internal coherence. During Phase 
1 (2018–2022), covering the majority of the 
project duration, three different technical di-
rectors for NIPN Bangladesh were hired, with 
the position left vacant in between appoint-
ments. Respondents highlighted that these 
three leaders had vastly different interperson-
al qualities, experience, and leadership skills, 
which required adjustment periods with each 
change. Interpersonal challenges between one 
of the NIPN technical directors and the INGO 
Country Director also resulted in barriers to 
trust and rapport building, and ultimately in-
ternal coherence. 

Effectiveness
After the delays, NIPN Bangladesh became fully 
operational in the second half of 2019. The first 
policy advisory committee meeting took place 
in September 2019. This is the first step in the 
NIPN approach, whereby the NIPN partners 

Relevance 	  
How relevant was the NIPN approach in driving 
optimal policy and programme approaches to 
address malnutrition?

Coherence
	To what extent was NIPN coordinating and 
collaborating with relevant initiatives and actors 
to achieve results?

Effectiveness To what degree has NIPN achieved 
its intended results (direct outcomes)?

Impact 	To what extent have NIPN activities 
implemented contributed to impact 		
	(indirect outcomes)?

Sustainability 	To what extent have results 
been sustained to strengthen national 	
capacities for 	evidence-based nutrition policy 
and programming?

Box 1 Research questions for the 
evaluation of NIPN 
Bangladesh 

Category Organisation Number of 
participants

Modality

Implementing 
partner

International non-government organisation 
(INGO) (former NIPN staff)

5 In-person

Government 
partners

Bangladesh Institute of Development 
Studies; Bangladesh National Nutrition 
Council Food Planning and Monitoring Unit 

3 In-person

Donor European Union Delegation 3 (group 
interview)

Online

Other 
stakeholders

United Nations Children’s Fund; World Food 
Programme;  Global Alliance for Improved 
Nutrition

3 In-person (2)
Online (1)

Total number of participants: 14

Table 1 Summary of interviews 

http://www.ennonline.net/fex
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and stakeholders convene and discuss the most 
pressing nutrition issues and key governmen-
tal priorities in the country. This first meeting 
generated a series of policy questions for the 
data analysis unit to investigate. However, sev-
eral respondents noted that the Bangladesh In-
stitute of Development Studies, which was the 
government partner responsible for formulat-
ing and validating policy questions, was not 
suitable to host the policy component in the 
long term. As such, NIPN Bangladesh missed 
out on opportunities to provide valuable inputs 
to institutional stakeholders and to demon-
strate its added value as a key player in the mul-
ti-stakeholder dialogue.

Despite challenges with the policy question 
formulation, NIPN Bangladesh made a con-
certed effort to generate evidence on nation-
al nutrition issues to support the country in 
strengthening national nutrition policies and 
interventions. It conducted 11 relevant studies; 
by the end of Phase 1, nine of these were in fi-
nal or draft form.

Capacity-building activities were an impor-
tant element for the effectiveness of NIPN Bang-
ladesh. The platform demonstrated the ability to 
adjust to hybrid and remote formats during the 
ever-changing COVID-19 period, managing to 
train over 200 government stakeholders across 
17 ministries. However, different members of 
staff were nominated to attend each course (pre-
sumably in an effort to ensure fairness), which 
limited the ability of individuals to complete the 
whole package of training. This ultimately re-
sulted in fragmented coverage of skills devel-
opment. Respondents also felt that institution-
al capacity strengthening had been insufficient. 
Overall, capacity development was viewed as 
impressive and well received, but inadequate to 
meet the needs of establishing a NIPN.

The hosting INGO and Bangladesh Bu-
reau of Statistics had reached a formal agree-
ment to establish a data repository. A server 
was purchased and data guidelines were devel-
oped, alongside procedures for managing and 
using data within the repository. Interviews re-
vealed that no respondents knew about the sta-
tus or whereabouts of the data repository. This 
is suggestive of a serious lack of accountability 
in regard to a crucial component of NIPN and 
a major gap in the effectiveness of the NIPN 
Bangladesh set-up. 

Impact
Although the short duration and many challeng-
es faced by NIPN Bangladesh were not condu-
cive to achieving impact, respondents noted sev-
eral interesting outcomes from the programme. 
For instance, NIPN increased demand for ro-
bust data, evidence, and analysis on nutrition 
to inform policy development. The studies con-
ducted by NIPN Bangladesh were used by sev-
eral stakeholders, including government and 
non-government partners such as the Food 
Planning and Monitoring Unit under the Min-
istry of Food and the Bangladesh National Nu-
trition Council.

Sustainability
NIPN Bangladesh attempted to develop a sus-
tainability plan, but it was never finalised nor op-

erationalised. This suggests that sustainability 
was considered at a late stage. Opportunities for 
longer-term impacts were therefore likely missed.

In addition, there was no formal consultation 
to inform NIPN partners and stakeholders of the 
reasons behind the discontinuation of the plat-
form, nor was there an opportunity for course 
correction once they were informed. Finally, a 
cost extension was granted to allow for proper 
programme closure. Despite it being planned for 
nine months, the extension period was reduced 
to two months, which meant the team was not 
able to devise an exit strategy to tie up loose ends 
or properly conclude the project. 

Lessons learned 
Multi-sector nutrition information projects can 
strengthen collaboration across sectors and add 
value by delivering evidence-based recommen-
dations to nutrition policy-making processes. 
The audit of NIPN Bangladesh provided useful 
lessons learned for C4N-NIPN, the European 
Union Delegation, and other interested parties 
that may want to use the experiences to support 
future programme design. The following les-
sons, derived from the findings provided above, 
aim to provide readers with concrete elements 
to consider when setting up and implementing 
similar programmes.

Appropriate institutional 
arrangements
The institutional arrangements of a NIPN are 
critical to its success and should empower na-
tional actors rather than international organ-
isations. A robust context analysis during the 
NIPN scoping exercises can inform the different 
options. The experience of the NIPN in Bang-
ladesh highlights the importance of optimal in-
stitutional arrangements and how they support 
the implementation and achievement of ob-
jectives. Without appropriate institutional ar-
rangements, the NIPN’s ability to stimulate gov-
ernment interest and coordinate multi-sectoral 
and multi-stakeholder input is severely restrict-
ed. This statement is also supported by the ex-
perience of other NIPN countries, where the fi-
nancial support was directly awarded to national 
institutions during Phase 1 of the project (such 
as Kenya and Burkina Faso). In these countries, 
NIPN directors are civil servants who are affili-
ated to national institutions, illustrating govern-
ment leadership and ownership.

Adaptation to context
NIPNs need adequate contextual analyses that 
are regularly updated and inform decision-mak-
ing. The design of the NIPN in Bangladesh was 
aligned to the general strategy of NIPN. Howev-
er, there was insufficient attention to the specif-
ic contextual risks that may cause delays. The de-
sign of NIPN Bangladesh should have included a 
comprehensive risk register with corresponding 
mitigating actions, so the achievement of out-
comes would not be threatened. 

Clear coordination strategy
An initiative that depends on effective coordina-
tion mechanisms and dialogue between imple-
menting entities should have a clear coordina-
tion strategy.

Recommendations for 
nutrition information systems
The lessons learned from NIPN Bangladesh 
provide valuable insights for other NIPNs as 
well as other nutrition information systems 
more broadly. Building on the findings previ-
ously mentioned, respondents identified cer-
tain critical elements necessary for a NIPN, or 
other national nutrition information system, to 
be successful. 

Ensure government leadership
Government leadership is a prerequisite to na-
tional ownership that will enable stronger coor-
dination across ministries and other key national 
entities, and a position closer to the policy-mak-
ing process. Embedding NIPNs within nation-
al systems allows the project to be developed in 
line with government ways of working. This does 
not guarantee success, but it can bypass the imple-
mentation challenges experienced in Bangladesh. 

Transparency on contracting
Transparent processes via an open consulta-
tion process must take place to identify, filter, 
and secure partnerships with the most relevant 
stakeholders.

Human centred
The influence of human relationships on the 
uptake of an initiative should never be underes-
timated. Promoting open and regular commu-
nication is key.

Embed communications
A communications strategy should be designed 
based on stakeholder mapping to ensure effec-
tive reach to target audiences. It should be ap-
proved in the early stages and updated regularly.

Standard operating procedures
Clear and efficient processes and mechanisms, 
such as decision-making processes, must be set 
into place to promote clarity and accountability. 

Capacity development
It is necessary to invest time in targeting and 
tailoring capacity development activities to the 
right audiences, rather than casting a wider net 
to reach many. Key individuals should be tar-
geted to receive comprehensive training in their 
technical areas. Training of trainers should be 
prioritised to facilitate skill transference and 
scaling of skills. 

Conclusion
The learnings from the Bangladesh evaluation 
can help inform and strengthen current and fu-
ture iterations of NIPN. C4N-NIPN promotes 
and encourages the frank exchange of challeng-
es from both a global level with partners and do-
nors as well as peer-to-peer formats. Above all, 
NIPN Bangladesh highlighted the complexity of 
multi-sectoral projects and the need for genuine 
stakeholder engagement throughout. 

For more information, please contact Kimberly 
Rambaud at Kimberly.rambaud@giz.de 
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