
Realising the right to food for all is one of the key objectives 

of German and international development cooperation. 

This could be achieved by strengthening technical capacity 

for food production in partner countries and enhancing 

nutrition literacy. In practice, this could take the form of 

agricultural extension services, farmer field schools, community 

meetings or the provision of nutrition advice for mothers.

DEval, in cooperation with the International Initiative for 

Impact Evaluation (3ie), has synthesised international impact 

evaluations assessing capacity strengthening and nutrition 

literacy interventions in sub-Saharan Africa. The results show 

that these approaches have a positive impact on food security 

and nutrition. To reach vulnerable populations, however, capacity 

development must be supported by other types of intervention.

Background and methods

Hunger and malnutrition remain global problems. Despite 

progress over recent decades, hunger has been rising again 

in recent years, particularly in sub-Saharan Africa. This can 

be attributed to factors such as the COVID-19 pandemic, 

climate change, armed conflicts and rising food prices. 

To ensure food security and adequate nutrition, the 

population must be able to respond to such external 

shocks. This requires sufficient agency: the freedom of 

individuals to make their own decisions regarding food 

production and consumption. The development cooperation 

interventions analysed aim to enhance this agency. 

The DEval study summarises rigorous international impact 

evaluations using control group comparisons, providing reliable 

evidence of intervention effectiveness across different contexts. 

The effects were assessed across the following six dimensions: 

1) Availability of food, 2) Access to food, 3) Food utilisation, 

4) Food stability, 5) Food system sustainability, 6) Agency.

Results

Many capacity strengthening interventions have positive effects on 

food security and nutrition in sub-Saharan Africa across different 

contexts. However, no single type of intervention is effective across 

all six dimensions of food security and nutrition (see Figure 1).

Capacity strengthening approaches along food supply 

chains, such as agricultural extension services and farmer 

field schools, are particularly effective in improving food 

access and availability. However, interventions targeting 

consumers are likely more suitable for promoting balanced 

and diverse diets; these include community meetings or 

media campaigns. Where increasing agency is concerned, 

peer support and community meetings can be effective. 

The dimensions of food stability and sustainability reflect food 

systems’ resilience to climate change–related risks. The study 

shows positive effects of farmer field schools and agricultural 

extension services on the sustainability of food systems.

Despite these overall positive findings, capacity strengthening 

interventions have their limitations. Vulnerable population 

groups cannot use the knowledge acquired from the 

interventions unless they have access to the necessary 

rights, resources and representation. This is well known; 

however, impact evaluations highlight that development 

cooperation still faces difficulties in reaching these groups.

Interventions targeting vulnerable groups must be combined 

with support measures that address the root causes of 

vulnerability. These measures could include cash transfers, 

the provision of seeds and support in asserting land rights. 

A country’s vulnerability to climate change often reduces the 

effectiveness of capacity strengthening interventions. Special 

efforts are therefore needed to break this vicious cycle. 
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Figure 1	 Effects of Capacity Strengthening Interventions on the Dimensions of Food Security and Nutrition 

Source: DEval, own visualisation

Implications

Capacity strengthening interventions are an effective approach 

to combatting global hunger. The study provides important 

evidence for development cooperation actors on which types 

of interventions are particularly suitable across contexts.

A strong case can be made for designing multi-component 

intervention packages. Such packages offer several advantages:

1.	 The ability to address several dimensions of food

security and nutrition simultaneously ,

2.	Creation of enabling conditions for

supporting vulnerable populations

3.	 Increased contribution of development cooperation

to strengthening food systems’ resilience.

Finally, evaluations and research should increasingly assess 

the effects of interventions on the food stability.
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