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Building synergies hetween child nutrition
and social protection

Thisis a summary of the following paper: UNICEF (2023) Building synergies between child nutrition
and social protection to address malnutrition and poverty. UNICEF Programme Guidance.
https://www.unicef.org/reports/building-synergies-between-child-nutrition-and-

social-protection-address-malnutrition

alnutrition in early childhood is

both a cause and a manifestation

of poverty, and poverty is both a

cause and a consequence of mal-
nutrition. Child malnutrition and poverty are
therefore inextricably linked and should be
tackled together, especially in contexts facing
recurrent and multiple shocks. In many coun-
tries, interventions do not currently address the
underlying drivers of child poverty and malnu-
trition, including the financial barriers.

There is evidence that social protection can
both address child poverty and improve chil-
dren’s diets by removing economic barriers
to nutritious foods, increasing access to nu-
trition services, and preventing negative cop-
ing behaviours. Well-designed cash transfers
can improve child growth, reduce wasting and
stunting, and improve birthweight. The im-
pact on child nutrition is enhanced when cash
transfers are combined with evidence-based
nutrition interventions, to improve access to
safe and nutritious foods, positive nutrition
and care practices, and essential child servic-
es. There is also evidence that school meals,
which are another form of social protection,
can improve nutrition outcomes for school-
age children and adolescents.

UNICEF’s global nutrition and social pro-
tection technical teams designed this program-
ming guidance to assist practitioners to sup-
port governments in intentionally developing
synergies between child nutrition and social
protection within their policies, systems, and
programmes. Although actions and approach-
es to building synergies between child nutri-
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tion and social protection are context specific,
this guidance proposes a set of principles and a
programme framework organised around five
entry points and 10 priority actions (figure 1).
These actions are not listed sequentially or in
order of priority; rather, their relevance and use
should be determined by the context and exist-
ing opportunities.

This guidance focuses primarily on so-
cial transfers, as this is the most common en-
try point for synergies between child nutri-
tion and social protection. However, synergies
within other parts of the social protection sys-
tem are also explored. These include social in-
surance (including health insurance), labour
market policies (including family-friendly
policies), and the social welfare services work-
force. Social transfers (cash, food, food vouch-
ers, and other in-kind transfers) may be led
and resourced by governments, partners, or
both. They may exist at different levels of ma-
turity, coverage, and scale. Humanitarian cash
transfers may be delivered through national
systems or — where systems are unavailable,

protection

ineffective, or disrupted - directly by human-
itarian actors.

Cash transfers combined with one or more
complementary interventions are referred to as
‘cash plus’ programmes, which are often used
as an entry point for delivering child nutrition
and social protection programmes in synergy.
This guidance builds on the concept of ‘cash
plus’ and goes further to describe how syner-
gies can be built between systems for sustained
changes and impact at scale, including in the
four systems of health, food, water and sanita-
tion, and education.

The guidance includes examples and addi-
tional considerations that are outlined for hu-
manitarian and fragile contexts, where govern-
ment systems may be weak, overwhelmed, or
disrupted. The document focuses strongly on
case studies and provides references and tools
alongside each action, which ensures practical-
ity and ease of use/adaptation.

Actions to strengthen synergies between child nutrition and social

EVIDENCE AND RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN
POVERTY AND MALNUTRITION

POLICIES, GOVERNANCE.
COORDINATION AND FINANCING

Action 1:

Collate and analyse data
and evidence of the drivers
of child malnutrition and
poverty and understand
the relationship between
them.
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Action 5:

Design social transfers
(cash, food, vouchers,
school meals) to be
nutrition-responsive.
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Action 9:

information systems.

Action 2:

Map and analyse child
nutrition and social
protection policies,
systems and programmes
to identify opportunities
for synergies.

DESIGN AND SCOPE OF PROGRAMMES
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Action 6:

Promote access to
nutritious foods,
positive nutrition
practices and essential
nutrition services.

IMPLEMENTATION AND DELIVERY

Strengthen local implementation capacities, including
nutrition and social protection workforces and
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Action 3: Action 4:

Support and advocate
for mutually reinforcing
commitments in
policies and strengthen
multisector, stakeholder
platforms that facilitate
coordination.
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Action 7:
Link to wider systems
efforts for sustained

food, nutrition and
income security.

Support governments to
leverage public finance to
ensure adequate, efficient
and secure resources

for child nutrition, social
protection and the
synergies between them.

Action 8:

Make child nutrition and
social protection programmes
shock-responsive to

mitigate increased poverty,
vulnerability and prevent
malnutrition.

MONITORING AND LEARNING

Action 10:

Monitor, track, understand impact and learn,
including for the purposes of scale-up.
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