
Stella Nordhagen
Global Alliance for Improved Nutrition (GAIN)

MEASURING IMPACT IN FOOD 
SYSTEMS FOR NUTRITION 
PROGRAMMES: CHALLENGES 
AND SUGGESTIONS

ICAE – Delhi, India – August 2024



Figure source: Adapted from HLPE (2017)

Food systems for 
nutrition interventions 
aim to improve diets 

But they often do so by 
intervening far upstream of 
diets…

…and at multiple places



METHODOLOGY 

• Six interventions and evaluations in 12
LMICs: grants and TA to food SMEs; 
business networks for food SMEs; 
supporting access among vulnerable 
workers; stimulating demand for nutritious 
foods

• 14 researchers from nutrition, economics, 
other social sciences + practitioners

• Workshop to synthesise lessons learned 
across all of them



FIVE CHALLENGES



LACK OF EVIDENCE BASE

Interventions are often novel; designed based on theoretical or 
intuitive understandings, but without a strong evidence-base

• Need for ‘leap of faith’ in theory 
of change
• More, stronger assumptions

• Can’t rely on prior evidence to 
interpret results (esp. when 
unexpected) 



• Incomplete understanding at 
outset

• Private-sector (and other) 
partners may make rapid 
changes

• Participatory approaches 

INTERVENTIONS TEND TO BE DYNAMIC AND MULTI-FACETED

The intervention that is implemented may not be the one the 
evaluation was designed for



ADDRESSING ATTRIBUTION 

Fundamental challenge in impact evaluation: what would have happened 
in the absence of the program (counterfactual)

• System-based interventions may 
not allow for easily assigning a 
‘control’ and ‘treatment’ 
• esp. supply side or policy 

interventions



OBTAINING TIMELY, ACCURATE DATA

• Long, complex, unpredictable links to 
activities, outcomes and impact

• Tracking food as it moves through the 
supply chain (care about end consumer 
and circumstances of consumption: diet 
quality contribution aligning with 
nutritional needs)



DEFINING AND MEASURING APPROPRIATE OUTCOMES

• Multiple endpoints (e.g. business viability + 
food access)

• With participatory interventions, perspectives 
on key outcomes vary across stakeholders

• Practicality limits on multiple outcomes
• Ambition of change vs. reality of evaluation: 

What can reasonably be expected to change 
in a statistically measurable amount, within 
evaluation timeframe?



SIX CROSS-CUTTING RECOMMENDATIONS



Guided by 
strong theory 

of change
• Analyse critically
• Focus in on assumptions
• Be clear when an 

intervention is not 
evaluation-ready

Adaptive 
and flexible

Transparently 
document methods 

and changes
• Expect, welcome 

adaptations
• Consider studying the 

changes themselves 

in project ToC, 
assumptions, and 
study protocol



Combine and 
triangulate 

methods

Assess a range 
of outcomes, 

incl. unintended 
consequences

Reach across 
disciplines to find 

them (incl. 
economics!)

Regression discontinuity, 
natural experiments

• Be realistic in effects and 
their sizes

• Ensure adequate power (or 
seek out alternative 
methods) 

• Break down ToC
• Consider contribution 

analysis where attribution 
not feasible

Don’t let methodological limitations constrain 
ambition of programme design.
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Thank you
The author generated certain images used 
in the presentation with DALL-E, OpenAI’s 
art-generation model. Upon generating 
draft images, the author selected and 
edited them and takes ultimate 
responsibility for the content.
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