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The issue
Good nutrition is an important pre-requisite 
for human and socio-economic development. 
Adequate nutrition depends on a number of 
factors, including regular consumption of a safe, 
healthy and diverse diet, access to health care, 
water and sanitation services, as well as nutrition 
education. Unfortunately, these conditions 
certainly are not met for about 800 million people 
who are undernourished and suffer the huge 
negative consequences of malnutrition. Through 
effective policies, programmes and service delivery, 
malnutrition can be prevented and millions of lives 
could be saved while livelihoods and productivity are 
enhanced.

What does the evidence say?
Various forms of social protection have shown 
to enhance nutritional outcomes by improving 
poor households’ access to more and better food. 
Social protection can also stimulate agricultural 
production, improve income security and promote 
accumulation of productive assets. Such outcomes 
have been found, for instance, in increased dietary 
diversity in Kenya and Peru, improved infant and 
young feeding practices in Zambia; as well as 
impact in anthropometrics, such as reduction in 
the prevalence of underweight in Mexico, and 
stunting in South Africa. Similarly, there are positive 
results in Cape Verde where an integrated school 
nutrition programme is linked to production of local 
smallholder farmers. Bangladesh’s nutrition-sensitive 
cash-for-work programme has been found to have 
significantly improved the quantity and diversity of 
food consumed by poor households. 

Given the multiple drivers of malnutrition, social 
protection is one among many other critical 
interventions that could contribute to sustainable 

changes in nutrition outcomes. This contribution 
can be enhanced when those programmes specify 
clearly defined nutrition objectives and outcomes, 
are implemented at scale and when benefits are 
regular, predictable and delivered over a long-
term timeframe. Moreover, it is critical to promote 
effective coordination among key sectors such that 
synergies are created with health services, water 
and sanitation, nutrition education, micronutrient 
supplementation, and maternal and child care 
programmes. 

Nutritional outcomes of social protection 
programmes tend to improve in particular when 
they:i

• include explicit nutrition objectives and 
indicators to measure progress; 

• effectively reach the nutritionally vulnerable, 
especially targeting first 1000 days of life, young 
children, pregnant and lactating women, and 
people affected by HIV/AIDS, other chronic 
illnesses and disabilities; 

• promote dietary diversity and access to 
micronutrients, such as through in-kind transfers 
of food or assets designed to promote diet 
diversity; and

• are gender sensitive and promote women’s 
empowerment, paying explicit attention to 
women’s nutritional status and their role as main 
caregivers. 

In practice: What FAO does
FAO contributes to the global efforts to eradicate 
hunger and malnutrition by working closely with 
other UN agencies and development partners 
through existing coordination mechanisms such 
as the Scaling Up Nutrition (SUN) movement 
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Social protection and nutrition

and Renewed Efforts Against Child Hunger and 
Undernutrition (REACH).

FAO’s revised Strategic Framework recognizes the 
importance of social protection for improving food 
security and nutrition and reducing rural poverty. 
FAO works to strengthen the effectiveness of social 
protection in improving nutrition outcomes through: 

• Advocacy. FAO advocates for nutrition-sensitive
social protection programmes that include specific
nutrition objectives, reach the most nutritionally
vulnerable and promote dietary diversification.
It also promotes social protection interventions
as part of multi-sectoral strategies for nutrition
in its country-level support. For example, FAO
works with the African Union’s New Partnership
for Africa’s Development (NEPAD) to support
African countries in mainstreaming nutrition in
their National Agriculture Investment Plans and, in
doing so, promotes the use of social protection to
address the malnutrition. At the global level, FAO
aims to work with partners to build consensus
around methodologies and indicators for assessing
the effectiveness of social protection programmes
in addressing malnutrition.

• Programme support. FAO supports the design
and implementation of nutrition-sensitive social
protection programmes. For example, FAO
in partnership with Brazil draws on available
experiences and lessons to strengthen school
nutrition policies and programmes, starting with
Ethiopia, Malawi, and São Tomé and Príncipe.
In partnership with the World Food Programme
and the Government of Brazil, FAO supports
the development of local procurement to supply
school feeding programmes and food assistance
schemes, through the Purchase from Africans for
Africa (PAA) programme. These schemes promote
food and nutrition security, enhance the income-
generating capacity of farmers and aim to increase
the sustainability of food transfers.

• Knowledge generation and dissemination.
FAO supports the assessment of food and nutrition
security impacts of social protection programmes.

Through the From Protection to Production 
(PtoP) project, FAO and partners have conducted 
comparative country studies on the impacts of 
cash transfer programmes in sub-Saharan Africa. 
The studies have assessed economic impacts on 
self-reported household food consumption, dietary 
diversity, gender equality and anthropometric 
outcomes. Participating countries have applied 
these results to inform policy and programme 
design. 

Moreover, FAO supports the compilation and 
dissemination of information, data and indicators 
to assess progress on food security, nutrition and 
rural poverty, including good practices for linking 
social protection and nutrition. For example, the 
FAO Rural Livelihood Monitor (RLM) builds on 
survey analysis and existent resources to assess 
progress towards rural poverty reduction. The 
tool brings together, rural income, and a set of 
other indicators to assess nutritional status of rural 
populations.

i:  Ruel, M. T., Alderman, H. and the Maternal and Child Nutrition Study Group. 2013.  Nutrition-sensitive interventions and programmes: how can they 

help to accelerate progress in improving maternal and child nutrition. The Lancet, 2013. 382(9891):536-551 
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