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Abstract: Market-based approaches to food security often increase agricul-
tural productivity and income yet sometimes fail to enhance nutrition. 
When food security programming combines market and food systems with a 
specific focus on women and girls, economic and nutrition outcomes benefit. 
We identify distinctive and shared elements from market and food systems 
and highlight how they enhance nutrition outcomes when they are combined. 
We describe food security programming by CARE and World Vision in 
Bangladesh, Ethiopia, Madagascar, Zambia, and Zimbabwe, demonstrating 
nutrition gains in food insecure households.
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Introduction

Global hunGer is once aGain on the rise. over 821 million individuals were estimated 
to be undernourished in 2017 and 515 million children – or 20 per cent of all 
youths under the age of five – are expected to experience the lifelong physical and 
mental effects of stunting (Fao et al., 2018). These numbers represent an upturn in 
the prevalence of food insecurity and undernutrition and challenge the 2030 un 
agenda for sustainable Development (united nations, 2018) and the 2025 Decade 
of action on nutrition (united nations, 2016) that target ending hunger, achieving 
food security, improving nutrition, and promoting sustainable agriculture.

Market-based approaches (here, ‘market systems’) have been used successfully in 
food security programming to increase productivity and income for smallholders 
(cunningham, 2009; campbell, 2014; norell et al., 2015, 2017; springfield centre, 
2015). economic improvements, however, do not always translate into nutrition 
gains (DFiD, 2009, 2012; rutherford et al., 2016). Donors continue to invite insights 
into how nutrition can be improved through market systems approaches. as a us 
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Feed the Future (2018: 6) draft learning agenda asks, ‘Which nutrition-sensitive inter-
ventions, especially in market systems and value chains, most effectively increase 
access, availability, and utilization of nutritious and safe diets year-round?’

We join others (e.g. anim-somuah et al., 2013; henson et al., 2013; Maestre 
et al., 2017; nisbett et al., 2017; allen and de brauw, 2018; Gelli et al., 2018; 
Kumar et al., 2018; Morgan et al., 2019) in affirming the need for market systems 
programming that is nutrition-sensitive and incorporates women’s empowerment. 
We add to the ongoing discussion by offering a model which combines nutrition-
sensitive elements from market and food systems, illustrated with examples from 
care and World Vision’s work among the extremely poor (per person income 
under us$1.90/day) – a population which accounts for nearly half of all stunting 
(Development initiatives, 2017). We conclude by highlighting the implications of 
this model for theory and practice.

Market and food systems

a market system envisions the interaction of value chains, households, communities, 
and institutions. campbell (2014: 2) writes that a market system is ‘a dynamic space – 
incorporating resources, roles, relationships, rules and results – in which private and 
public actors collaborate, coordinate and compete for the production, distribution 
and consumption of goods and services’. a market systems lens can be used within a 
variety of economic sectors, but when applied to food and agriculture, market systems 
are often used to generate income growth through productivity, the development of a 
new crop, livestock, or market, and/or by strengthening institutions and links within 
the system. although these are potentially useful levers, nutrition is not always a 
direct focus of market systems development; more is required than merely developing 
nutrient-dense value chains (Gelli et al., 2018). Food systems, on the other hand, more 
frequently incorporate nutrition directly. The Food and agricultural organization 
(Fao, 2018) describes a food system as encompassing:

The entire range of actors and their interlinked value-adding activities involved 
in the production, aggregation, processing, distribution, consumption and 
disposal of food products. Food systems comprise all food products that originate 
from crop and livestock production, forestry, fisheries and aquaculture, as well 
as the broader economic, societal and natural environments in which these 
diverse production systems are embedded.

What food systems sometimes de-emphasize, however, is a focus on producer 
productivity and income growth which can impact nutrition.

Market and food systems overlap but differ in focus (anim-somuah et al., 2013; 
Du, 2014; Foran et al., 2014; Thorpe and reed, 2016). When taken alone, each can 
omit or minimize important nutrition-building elements. To more closely identify 
their contributions and how they address nutrition, we catalogued the elements of five 
market system models (campbell, 2008, 2014; DFiD/sDc, 2008; bolwig et al., 2010; 
springfield centre, 2015) and six food system models (sobal et al., 1998; ericksen, 
2008; ingram, 2011; rutten et al., 2011; hlPe, 2017; Fao, 2018; Marivoet et al., 2019). 
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Figure 1 summarizes our findings and proposes a synthesized inclusive Market and Food 
systems Model. Food system models (depicted in the right-hand circle) typically focus 
on food and consumers. They include the producer-processor-retailer-consumer chain, 
as do market systems, but they follow food through preparation and consumption, or 
‘from farm to flush’ (nugent and Grafton, 2016). Food systems frequently incorporate 
biophysical elements (e.g. soil quality, climate) in the enabling environment and they 
often address nutrition education, consumer behaviour, and intra-household dynamics. 
They also often highlight norms and roles, such as gendered crops, food preferences, 
and household roles, and emphasize outcomes, such as health, nutrition, food avail-
ability, affordability, and environmental sustainability. Market systems (depicted in the 
left-hand circle in Figure 1) typically focus on producers, suppliers, buyers, processors, 
and other market actors. Market system models commonly incorporate economic and 
value chain-supporting institutions, including regional and foreign markets. Market 
system model outcomes often include accessible input and output markets, enhanced 
producer productivity and income, and functioning markets.

Linking market and food systems

a closer examination of our model suggests that food systems can complement agricul-
tural market systems by highlighting four elements: available and affordable nutritious 
foods, gender and cultural aspects of agriculture and food, nutrition-sensitive policy 
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and regulation, and biophysical resources and sustainability. The first three elements 
of our model are expanded below. biophysical resources and environmental sustain-
ability – including issues such as soil quality, ground-level ozone, pests, pollinators, 
water depletion, and biodiversity loss – impact food prices and agricultural sustain-
ability (allen and Prosperi, 2016; Myers et al., 2017). These are important consid-
erations but we bypass them here to focus on economic and consumer aspects of 
nutrition. We’ll take the other three elements in turn.

Available and affordable nutritious foods

Food systems augment market systems by emphasizing nutritional considerations 
within agricultural value chains. as described by hawkes and ruel (2011: 2):

Value chain analysis can be used to assess why foods are or are not available 
in specific communities, why foods cost what they do, and how the nutrient 
quality of foods changes through the chain. once constraints are identified, 
value chain approaches can be used to design and implement solutions to 
increase the availability, affordability, and quality of nutritious foods. Value 
chain analysis can also be used to address acceptability and demand constraints. 
it can be used, for example, to identify what kind of ‘value’ needs to be added 
to products to increase consumer acceptability and demand, as well as to 
determine if adding nutritional value alters the way the consumers ‘value’ the 
products or their ‘willingness to pay’.

hawkes and ruel (2011: 3) recommend implementing food security programming 
with explicit nutrition goals, identifying core food and nutrient gaps and enhancing 
nutrition within commodity choice and processing. similarly, anim-somuah and his 
colleagues (2013) recommend considering the nutritional quality of commodities 
(particularly for infants and pregnant and lactating women), food affordability and 
acceptability for target consumers, food integrity and nutritional information, and 
business incentives for producing and marketing nutritious foods. increasing the avail-
ability of one or a small set of foods is unlikely to affect nutrition; rather, examining 
the nutritional quality of foods prepared by different varieties and processors, 
targeting the product families that make major dietary contributions, and selecting 
commodities and foods that satisfy ‘agricultural, nutritional, and economic charac-
teristics’ (Morgan et al., 2019: 9) are likely to have more impact. ruel et al. (2017: 58) 
recommend tailoring interventions to specific market segments so as ‘to meet the 
needs of households with pregnant women and children in their first 1,000 days’. 
They add that ‘some models could be tailored to address the needs of adolescent 
boys and girls, or … to specific individuals within the household’. This is important 
because it highlights potentially different within-household nutritional requirements 
rather than the more common focus on increasing aggregate household income. 
in isolated locales, focusing on direct consumption of nutritious foods (including 
livestock) may be expedient, in contrast to a near-exclusive focus on regional 
or export markets (rawlins et al., 2014; Jodlowski et al., 2016; Kafle et al., 2016). 
home gardens may provide food and income, particularly during times of drought 
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(Gelli et al., 2018), and the need for year-round access to nutritious foods should be 
recognized in addition to food loss and waste during harvest, transport, and processing 
(hlPe, 2014). some nutrition-sensitive market systems models incorporate elements 
such as these, but food systems brightly illumine them. our inclusive Market and 
Food systems Model attempts to balance the nutrition focus in food systems with the 
income and market efficiencies in market systems development.

Gender and cultural aspects of agriculture and food

Food systems also highlight the importance of gender and culture in food production 
and consumption (negin et al., 2009; Janoch et al., 2018). Market systems tend to 
highlight women’s asset ownership and access to input and output markets while food 
systems tend to emphasize gender and culture in food preparation and consumption. 
Food security programming frequently incorporates steps to increase the ‘choice’ and 
‘voice’ of girls and women (newton et al., 2018: 12) regarding ‘decisions determining 
what to do with income, decisions that determine who does what, and the decisions 
around who consumes’, in addition to ‘decisions on how income is used and how 
time is allocated between different household members’. as Malapit and Quisumbing 
(2015: 62) conclude: ‘improved nutrition is not necessarily correlated with being 
empowered across all empowerment domains … [D]ifferent domains may have 
different impacts on nutrition’. in other words, to enhance nutrition, it is important 
to understand how individuals and groups think about physical, cultural, and social 
aspects of food, diet, food preparation, consumption, and waste.

Nutrition-sensitive policy and regulation

Market and food systems recognize that policy and regulation can have a significant 
impact on agriculture. What food systems fold in is a greater focus on the consumer 
and nutrition. When suppliers, buyers, and producers are not incentivized to advance 
affordable, nutritious foods for food-insecure households, government and civil society 
policies and programmes may nudge private sector players to consider nutrition-sensitive 
products along with their pricing, labelling, advertising, and distribution (hawkes and 
ruel, 2011; acosta and Fanzo, 2012; Global Panel, 2017; Maestre et al., 2017; Maestre 
and Poole, 2018). Morgan and her colleagues (2019: 8) argue that ‘consumers are 
unlikely to demand a nutritionally optimal combination of foods without intervention. 
Therefore, the starting point for analysis is understanding nutrition problems faced by 
target groups and what people in those groups are, or are not, eating’.

Programming and impact

We now turn to illustrating the inclusive Market and Food systems Model with 
programming examples from care and World Vision. examples abound which 
illustrate various aspects of our model, but we have attempted to choose represen-
tative examples that make distinct points and/or have been evaluated. Providing a 
rubric over the programming examples are World Vision’s Integrating Extremely Poor 
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Producers into Markets Field Guide (nobo Jatra Development Food security activity; 
norell and brand, 2017) and care’s She Feeds the World framework (2018), both of 
which offer nutrition-sensitive perspectives and tools in agricultural market and 
food systems development.

Nutritious foods

nutrition-sensitive food security programming begins with a market analysis that 
identifies nutrition-rich foods and their desirability for target consumers and producers. 
(For the nutritional requirements for pregnant and lactating mothers, neonates, 
infants, and children, see bhutta et al., 2013.) specific steps include identifying 
nutrition-sensitive commodities and food products, evaluating new or existing 
channels for food-insecure populations, troubleshooting bottlenecks in value chains, 
improving growers’ availability and access to inputs and processing, and assessing 
the year-round availability of nutritious foods. as an example, World Vision, care, 
and orDa’s (an ethiopian nGo) consider strengthening PsnP (Productive safety 
net Program) and resilience (sPir) programme included an assessment of potential 
and existing value chains in ethiopia and evaluated chain actors’ opportunities and 
constraints. unreliable input markets for affordable, timely, high-quality agricultural 
inputs were identified as a value chain weakness. at that time, government agencies 
and nGos dominated the input supply sector and farmers typically waited for 
subsidized or free agricultural inputs (e.g. high-yielding seeds, commercial fertilizers, 
and other inputs) that distorted market signals and discouraged distributors from 
selling inputs in rural markets. To assist households in accessing nutritious foods in 
rural markets, sPir supported the production and consumption of eggs and poultry 
by improving the availability and quality of feed and chicks; training suppliers and 
veterinary service providers; and training producers to enhance poultry yield through 
improved chicken house construction, local feed production, poultry health, and 
input marketing. This example highlights the diversity of paths which can be taken 
toward nutritious food availability and affordability. in light of the inclusive Market 
and Food systems Model presented above, the ongoing challenge in the sPir project 
will be not only to increase production for food-insecure households, but also to 
facilitate diet change to increase consumption of nutritious crops, eggs, and meat.

care and World Vision encourage private sector suppliers to reach rural small-
holders and invest in nutrient-rich crops. care’s Graduation with resilience to 
achieve sustainable Development (GraD) initiative is a five-year, usaiD-funded 
project designed to help the government of ethiopia find sustainable solutions to 
chronic food insecurity. More than 4,000 GraD households living in the ethiopian 
highlands engaged in the value chain for vitamin a-rich sweet potatoes. GraD 
addressed numerous constraints in the sector, including facilitating access to quality 
seed. Potato seed is produced by very few research facilities and is typically distributed 
through farmers’ cooperatives. supply often falls short of demand and distribution 
networks do not reach poor households. GraD facilitated the installation of diffused 
light storage (Dls) systems to extend the life of potato seeds and ensure a quality 
seed supply for the subsequent production season (care, internal monitoring 
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reports). using natural, indirect light to reduce storage loss, Dls can be provided with 
available, low-cost materials. before Dls technology, sweet potato growers experienced 
significant seed loss. Those using Dls have seen average incomes increase from 
$650 to $5,454 in one year. Farmers benefit from income gains and from the direct 
consumption of a nutritious food. The GraD example illustrates how production-
enhancing technology was applied to a nutritious food in contrast to focusing on 
a more developed but less nutritious commodity chain. considering the proposed 
model, GraD faces the ongoing challenge of producers translating increased income 
into improved household nutrition.

World Vision’s Village Agent Guide (2018) describes an approach that uses village 
agents as brokers to facilitate business linkages among producers in rural areas and 
service providers – typically buyers or sellers of agricultural products – in urban areas. 
in World Vision, care, and snV’s enhancing nutrition, stepping up resilience and 
enterprise (ensure) food security programme in Zimbabwe, village agents serve in 
several capacities, including:

•	 completing market research on behalf of the producer groups;
•	 building strategic linkages with buyers;
•	 mentoring farmers and producer groups to better understand input and output 

markets;
•	 facilitating meetings between producer groups and buyers and suppliers;
•	 identifying challenges in marketing;
•	 recommending solutions to producer groups;
•	 leading producer groups to develop business plans;
•	 negotiating marketing agreements with buyers;
•	 maintaining marketing records for producer groups;
•	 connecting food-insecure households to nutritious crops in output markets. 

ensure’s village agents promote nutritious foods such as millet, pumpkin seeds, 
amaranth leaves, sesame, ground nut, cowpea, baobab, bambara nut, sweet potato, 
moringa, watermelon seed, sorghum, avocado, yams, eggs, and milk. Village agents 
provide improved business relationships by negotiating better terms for farmers 
with input suppliers and output market buyers, increasing efficiency and reliability 
in information flow and enhancing the movement of goods and services between 
farmers and other market actors. The village agent is especially crucial in rural 
and remote areas which have limited access to inputs, advisory services, extension 
services, and government resources. extending the reach of village agents empowers 
women engaged in agriculture and lessens the distance between women farmers 
and crop protection services, high-quality seed, and other inputs. Village agents are 
important in nutrition-sensitive market systems development because they can serve 
as a conduit for information on the availability and growing of nutritious crops and 
livestock and they can provide needed links to input and output markets.

as with any approach, the test is if household incomes, market efficiencies, and 
household nutrition is sustained beyond the life of the project. The limitation with 
the village agent approach is whether the village agents have enduring, working 
connections to informal or formal suppliers and buyers. if market actors do not 
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engage with village agents, agricultural value chains will remain out of reach of 
food-insecure households. This is especially true in an economy such as Zimbabwe 
where prices are increasing, formal sector companies are going bankrupt, and the 
economy is becoming increasingly informal (Medina and schneider, 2018).

Gender and cultural norms

a woman’s influence over assets and productive resources affects her ability to 
make decisions about household agriculture and nutrition (united nations, 2016).  
To enhance nutrition outcomes via gender and cultural norms, care and World Vision 
focus on behaviour change with drivers that shape food purchase, consumption, 
and preparation influences. in the char and haor regions of bangladesh, the 
usaiD-funded care strengthening household ability to respond to Development 
opportunities (shouharDo) iii programme employs a layered approach to 
improve the nutrition of pregnant and lactating women and adolescent girls by 
stabilizing consumption of nutritious foods through supplementary food assistance, 
increased dietary diversity, homestead crop production, and crop diversification. 
The programme combines indirect nutrition interventions – including a focus on 
women’s empowerment – as a key driver of improved nutrition. increasing women’s 
economic potential and power in household decision-making, along with direct 
nutrition interventions, such as child feeding, generates sharper decreases in child 
malnutrition than direct interventions alone. To date, average incomes have more 
than doubled for women participating in the programme.

shouharDo also facilitated empowerment via village savings and loan associ-
ations (Vslas) wherein women pool their money to access loans and expertise 
to start small businesses. Women’s groups at local, regional, and national levels 
were trained additionally in leadership and decision-making skills. The results of 
enhancing the access of women to resources were that household dietary diversity 
nearly doubled and the number of children from 23 months to age six who had an 
adequate diet rose from 8 to 50 per cent. The number of stunted children dropped 
by 13 per cent – more than double the national average of gains during the same 
period. The number of months per year that families spent without enough food 
dropped from over six to one. average household income grew by 85 per cent 
compared with the national average of 60 per cent during the same period. after 
the intervention, women were three times more involved in income-generating 
activities than previously, 15 per cent more likely to control their earnings, and 
2.5 times more likely to access antenatal care. shouharDo demonstrates that 
investing in women’s economic potential and empowerment, combined with focused 
messaging on the importance of dietary diversity, can decrease child malnutrition 
(DeVries et al., 2018).

Women’s access to savings enhances nutrition security, enabling households to 
obtain nutritious foods year-round. several of care’s projects include facilitating 
or partnering with Vslas to enhance access to funds for agriculture, livestock, 
and increasing the consumption of nutritious foods. For example, care’s actions 
integrated nutrition and Food Project (aina) in Madagascar contributed to a 28 per cent 
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increase in food consumption. Women, who joined Vslas and participated in the 
programme, were 30 per cent more likely to have acceptable diets than at baseline 
and 70 per cent more than in any other district where the programme operated. 
These gains occurred during a time when food production dropped in care’s target 
area because of extreme drought. The number of children who ate enough healthy 
food went up more than six times – from 11 to 70 per cent – and severe malnutrition 
dropped by 21 per cent. having access to additional funds during lean seasons 
helped stabilize household consumption of nutritious foods. When combined with 
nutrition messaging through Vslas, the programme achieved dramatic improve-
ments in household nutrition (ranaivoarison et al., 2017).

in Zimbabwe, World Vision, care, and snV’s ensure programme empowers 
women to participate in contract farming in the private sector as a way of increasing 
their influence in agricultural value chains. From april to June 2018, 100 (52 male and 
48 female) farmers were linked to a large food company to produce and sell Michigan 
pea beans. Women have found this production-purchasing agreement empowering 
since it allows access to loans from a local financial institution. each farmer received 
an average loan of $267 to purchase seed, fertilizer, and other inputs, and to pay for 
electricity used in irrigation. a contract with output market buyers and the loans 
provide women with more voice in household and community decisions (World 
Vision, unpublished internal monitoring reports). Greater leverage in household 
financial decisions can lead to improved nutrition, especially for children. Gender 
training events for staff members and gender dialogues for communities enable staff 
to reflect on how well project interventions are facilitating women’s empowerment, 
especially as it relates to household financial and nutritional decisions.

The ensure programme in Zimbabwe aims to improve the nutrition of women 
of reproductive age and children under the age of five, increase and improve 
agricultural production and marketing, and increase communities’ resilience and 
response to disasters and shocks. ensure engages mothers, fathers, grandparents, 
and community leaders in dialogues about social norms and practices that affect 
household nutrition. The programme has created safe spaces for men to talk with 
their families and peers on gender and nutrition. The dialogues are led by trained 
male advocates drawn from the community. a 2017 survey demonstrated that as 
men became more informed about household nutrition, joint decision-making 
about nutrition increased from 50 to 87 per cent in one year. ensure recorded an 
increase in the number of reproductive-age women receiving support, with three or 
more household activities increasing from 60 to 80 per cent in two years. Women 
increased their consumption of iron-rich foods by 30 to 92 per cent in the fifth year 
of the project (World Vision, internal monitoring reports).

as an example of addressing cultural norms, during the implementation of their 
GraD programme in ethiopia, care partnered with the international Potato centre 
(ciP) and others to introduce an orange-fleshed sweet potato (oFsP) to households 
in selected GraD areas. recognizing that increased income from farming does not 
necessarily lead to direct consumption, GraD incorporated nutrition messaging 
and training on sweet potatoes. oFsP has become part of a regular diet in many 
households because of cooking demonstrations, sweet potato product development, 
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and continued education about the nutritional benefits of sweet potatoes (care, 
internal monitoring reports).

care’s sun (scaling up nutrition) Fund partners with businesses to help food 
companies design or refine their marketing and sales practices for low-income 
consumers. The programme focuses on best practices in the nutrition value 
chain, including value proposition, marketing strategy, sales force organization, 
and economic sustainability, incentivizing food companies to reach low-income 
consumers. in Madagascar, sun partnered with nutri’zaza to sell Koba aina, a locally 
produced fortified infant flour that meets local tastes and consumption habits. Koba 
aina is sold door-to-door and in ‘baby restaurants’, or storefronts where women entre-
preneurs sell prepared infant porridge. From February to september 2013, nutri’zaza 
sold 1.4 million meals to 34,000 active consumers and another 800,000 meals to 
social institutions. in baby restaurant neighbourhoods, 17 per cent of infants are 
regular consumers (care, internal monitoring reports).

in light of the inclusive Market and Food systems Model, each of the projects 
cited above addresses gender and cultural norms. The ongoing challenge will be 
to have positive changes in women’s participation in market systems beyond the 
life of the projects. Private sector suppliers, buyers, and financial institutions will 
need to continue to see financial advantages for including women in their business 
operations. During the life of the project, staff need to reinforce the importance of 
purchasing and consuming nutritious foods.

Policy and regulation

since the Green revolution, agricultural investments and government policies in 
the developing world have tended to promote productivity growth in staple cereal 
crops. nutrition-sensitive programmers have a role in working with governments to 
facilitate policy and investment change from cereal intensification to diet diversifi-
cation. This includes supporting broad-based participation and facilitating investment 
partnerships with the private sector.

care works with governments in addressing malnutrition at a country level 
through food policy and regulations. The sun Fund in Zambia is a joint financing 
mechanism established to support the government of Zambia’s First 1,000 Most 
critical Days Program (McDP). care implemented sun through a consortium, 
in partnership with the government of Zambia’s national Food and nutrition 
commission. collaboration between care and the Zambian Government facilitated 
improved district-level planning for McDP through the establishment and support 
of District nutrition coordination committees. coordination through multiple 
ministries – including community Development, health, Mother and child health, 
and agriculture – allowed for sensitization activities that increased the average 
intake of iron and folic acid, complementary feeding, and breastfeeding. in eastern 
Zambia, many believe that colostrum is dirty and should be discarded. because of 
care and the Zambian Government’s engagement through sun, 84 per cent of 
mothers in the region now report giving colostrum to new-borns (Mapoma and 
bwalya, 2018).
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citizen Voice and action (cVa) is a key sustainability driver in World Vision’s 
programming. cVa combines civic education, social audits of government standards, 
community services scorecards, and advocacy based on citizen-generated data to 
effect changes in government policy and practice. The approach is now used in 
more than 630 programmes or more than one-third of World Vision’s programmes 
across 48 countries. World Vision has applied its cVa social accountability approach 
in the nobo Jatra Food security programme in bangladesh with local government 
agricultural service units aimed at improving the agricultural service provision to 
farming communities. Meetings are conducted with local government officials 
and with division and district officials to acquaint them with cVa. Monitoring 
sessions are facilitated with government agricultural extension service providers 
and with community members. The project has conducted scorecards with farmers 
to get their feedback regarding government agricultural extension services. service-
improvement meetings have been facilitated with service providers, community 
members, and senior government officials.

in summary, our organizations address policy and regulation at national, 
regional, and local levels by coordinating with ministries at various levels of 
government to address nutrition awareness and agricultural services. The inclusive 
Market and Food systems Model challenges development practitioners to develop 
effective project levers that improve the regulation of policies at all governmental 
levels in addressing food security, especially as measured by dietary diversity 
and stunting. World Vision’s cVa emphasizes citizen action at the local level 
to improve government policy implementation. care’s work with the sun Fund 
with the Government of Zambia has the potential to change the food system to 
improve nutrition. With limited project funds, project designers will need to discern 
the wisest course of action to improve the implementation of government policy 
at national, regional, and local levels. Furthermore, it may be government policies 
or their implementation that particularly limit informal and formal sector business 
investment at local, regional, or national levels. influencing policy implementation 
in government units is a new area for many development practitioners in financial 
services and value chain and market systems development. Donors play a key role in 
providing guidance for project implementers to positively impact the food system 
that improves dietary diversity and child stunting, with a focus on working with 
food-insecure households as producers and consumers. 

Conclusion

improving food security and nutrition for vulnerable households is a critical concern 
in global development. Market systems offer a sustainable response to food security 
but can overlook important nutrition dynamics and outcomes if food systems are 
omitted. improving household nutrition must include an understanding of the 
nutritional constraints faced by households and particularly those of pregnant 
and lactating women and children. Food security programmes that combine a 
market systems approach with the nutritional insights of food systems can multiply 
nutritional outcomes in rural households.

Copyright
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considering the inclusive Food and Market systems Model illustrated by the field 
experience of care and World Vision, three summative insights and accompanying 
recommendations can be offered for designing nutrition-sensitive food security 
programmes:

Bring the market to vulnerable households. Functioning market systems are not always 
inclusive market systems. Without intentionally integrating women and vulnerable 
individuals into agricultural value chains, the poorest households often remain 
marginalized and without access to the inputs, training, or financial resources to access 
nutrient-rich foods. Where organizations such as care and World Vision have had 
the most success is in bringing markets closer to rural communities through private 
sector partnerships and by creating linkages to output markets where few or none 
existed previously. Where there are no linkages, connections can be created through 
village agents or agro-dealers that represent that last mile in reaching rural small-scale 
farmers. This can make the difference in increasing rural household access to inputs 
for nutrient-dense crops and livestock while also increasing their access to new 
output markets and sources of income, enhancing their ability to grow, purchase, and 
consume nutritious foods. Development practitioners should continue to facilitate 
changes in market actors and government institutions to increase the consumption 
of nutritious foods especially for pregnant and lactating women and children under 
five in rural and urban settings.

Access does not equal consumption. addressing the underlying causes of food and 
nutrition insecurity within households is critical for any food security programme. 
While market and food systems are highly contextual, inclusive market systems 
that specifically target the nutrition of extremely poor and vulnerable households 
can generally yield benefits for the entire household. some food security programmes 
have failed to improve nutritional outcomes in the past by focusing solely on  
developing market systems without attention to how those systems increase the 
consumption of nutritious foods. in food security programmes such as ensure, 
GraD, shouharDo, and sPir, World Vision and care integrate nutrition messaging 
into programme activities to closely link individual nutritional outcomes to the 
broader food systems. rather than assuming that an increased supply of nutritious 
foods will naturally lead to consumption of those foods by poor and vulnerable 
households, a food systems approach attempts to understand the gender, social, 
and cultural dynamics that affect how individuals access and consume nutritious 
foods. More programme designs are needed in market systems to encourage 
informal and formal sector market actors to market nutritious foods to food-insecure 
households.

Empowering women multiplies nutritional outcomes. We were struck by the presence 
of gender issues in multiple aspects of market and food systems programming – 
a point understood by the authors of many studies. as illustrated by care and 
World Vision’s global programming, targeting the differential needs, capacities, and 
influence of women in household nutrition has resulted in increased nutritional 
outcomes for the entire household, and particularly for children under five years 
old. combining elements from market and food systems complicates programming 
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(hoddinott et al., 2015; Gelli et al., 2018; Kirk et al., 2018; Vandercasteelen et al., 2018). 
however, care, World Vision, and their partners illustrate that supporting women’s 
economic empowerment and increased participation in household decision-making, 
combined with active messaging on the importance of growing or purchasing 
nutritious foods and partnerships with private and public sector actors, can produce 
remarkable results in decreasing maternal and child malnutrition and increasing 
the nutritional status of the entire household.

looking ahead, additional research needs to be done to understand what enables 
nutritional gains from market systems programming to falter or endure beyond the 
life of the project. also, the synergies of market systems and food systems need to 
be developed in project designs even more than in the past.
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