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Introduction 

This 3rd Expert Advisory Group (EAG) meeting took place one year after the 2nd EAG meeting: a year 

full of changes. Over the past year the narrative around NIPN regained emphasis on establishing a 

continuous dialogue between policy decision makers, multisectoral nutrition actors and data owners 

/ analysts (a new way of working). Data management and analysis of existing data are seen as the 

means towards this dialogue. The formulation of nutrition policy-relevant questions and the answers 

to these questions (provided by data analysis) are meant to create a deepened and detailed 

understanding of what is really happening in the country, leading to informed and better nutrition 

policy, programme and investment decisions related to the existing multisectoral nutrition plans of 

action. Guidance notes have been developed for each step in the NIPN operational cycle and through 

webinars, capacity building workshops, and direct in-country support the GSF has aided the NIPN 

country teams in implementing the steps. Figure 1 provides an overview of EAG involvement since its 

first meeting in September 2016.  

Figure 1: Key moments of EAG engagement in the NIPN 

 

Objectives of the meeting 

The objectives of the meeting were to:  

 Inform EAG members about progress  

 Discuss hurdles in implementation of NIPN & obtain recommendations for improvement 

 Discuss future steps & obtain recommendations on institutionalisation of the NIPN approach 

and the learning & adaptation agenda 

The one-day agenda was divided into three parts:  

1. Introduction and framing of EAG involvement in NIPN progress (appendix 1) 

2. Presentation and discussion of technical challenges which the NIPN country teams 

encountered in the implementation of the NIPN operational cycle (appendix 2) 

3. Looking forward, reflections and discussion on institutionalisation and how a learning & 

adaptation agenda may support NIPN country teams in this process (appendix 3) 
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Highlights and key recommendations 

1. Overcoming challenges in the implementation of NIPN 

A series of challenges encountered by countries and GSF was presented (see Table 1) and EAG 

members discussed solutions in subgroups, which are summarised in below paragraphs. 

Table 1: Main challenges encountered in implementing the NIPN operational cycle 

Challenges in formulating questions Challenges in data management & analyses 

 How to turn the guidance notes into 

practice 

 How to formulate questions of strategic 

relevance 

 How to use the impact pathway approach 

 How to prioritise questions 

 How to own the question formulation 

process 

 How to engage sectors 

 How to deal with uneven technical 

assistance capacities for facilitation in 

countries  

 How to avoid focusing on questions about 

determinants of malnutrition rather than 

on implementation (e.g. Niger, Burkina 

Faso) 

On data analysis  

 How to move from theory to practice : what 

is the added value of NIPN (e.g. Ethiopia, 

Uganda, Guatemala)  

 How to drive the main focus away from 

survey data and closer to routine and 

financial data (e.g. Laos, Uganda) 

 How to deal with the uncertainty with 

regards to the type of analysis which is 

most suited to NIPN 

 How to ensure the quality of the analysis 

done (e.g. Guatemala, Côte d’Ivoire) 

On data management 

 How to ensure that achievements are 

valued as outputs (e.g. Niger, Guatemala, 

Côte d’Ivoire) 

 How to balance efforts between data 

management & analysis 

 

Approaches to better engaging the sectors 

 Positioning NIPN as linked to the SDGs may provide a consensual framework to involve all sectors  

 So far the multisectoral interest of NIPN has mainly focused on government sectors – but it 

should also unpack other sectors for instance private sector and multi-stakeholder engagement 

 Using the “extended network” (for instance the REACH facilitators) can be helpful to link with UN 

agencies, to support the NIPN approach (e.g. as members of the NIPN multisectoral advisory 

committee), to strengthen national capacity  

 Create synergies with SUN movement at country level to embed lessons from NIPN in the SUN 

approach, to make use of SUN-related investments (e.g. technical assistance mechanisms such as 

MQ-SUN+ or NI-TAN) to strengthen capacity 

 Use impact pathways and storytelling so that sectors feel concern 
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Approaches to ensuring quality (and relevance) of data analysis 

 Ensuring quality of implementation at key steps of the operational cycle (identification of 

questions, data analysis plan, initial results, final interpretation) 

 Involving researchers / research organisations, the SUN academia network and EAG members in 

a peer-review mechanism for NIPN outputs 

 Think more broadly about information, beyond survey data (e.g. the relation between policies & 

plans and financial investments, budget allocations across sectors and at sub-national level, 

expenditure levels, as well as process markers such as level and regularity of attendance to 

meetings, etc.) 

 The quality of the process starting from question formulation is a precondition for a timely and 

quality data analysis output 

 

Approaches to move from theory to practice and identify the added value of NIPN 

 The NIPN operational cycle starts with the question formulation but other entry points are 

possible too 

 Facilitation of a workshop to develop a common impact pathway  

 Make use of the extended nutrition system around NIPN (UN agencies, academia, NGO, 

coordinated by the national government) to strengthen the decision-making process  

 Identify the “niche” of NIPN. For example, analysis of sectoral budget allocation to multisectoral 

nutrition efforts is rarely done and is of added value. The added value of NIPN will be perceived 

in different ways by each country  

 Create an evidence-gap map at country level to identify information needs and NIPN niche 
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2. Institutionalisation, learning and adaptation 

While a lot of work still needs to be done to ensure the NIPN operational cycle is being effectively 

implemented in the different countries and that it generates valuable outputs that build the 

credibility of the NIPNs, it is also important to start reflecting about the future beyond project 

support. Over the coming years, the GSF would like to encourage each NIPN country to develop its 

own roadmap towards institutionalisation, keeping in mind that the goal is to institutionalise an 

evidence-based dialogue and decision-making process in nutrition. Nevertheless, expectations should 

be reasonable on what can be achieved in the next 2-3 years. The discussion of the EAG members is 

summarised below.  

What are the key elements and challenges to overcome on the road towards sustainability? 

 What are the steps for sustainability and what is their sequence: 

1. How to be effective (current piloting phase)  

2. How to expand and scale-up  

3. How to maintain and sustain over time 

 Main focus of efforts currently is on implementation issues, strengthening country capacity and 

producing quality outputs to establish NIPN credibility 

 The questions to be answered are how far can NIPN get by 2021-2022 (end of 1st phase 

contracts) and how to achieve longer-term sustainability? 

 Demand for information should be created from decision makers, which means that the outputs 

produced must be timely and of the right quality, avoiding misleading conclusions  

 Define the ‘business model’ for NIPN: identify the ‘clients’ and what they expect from NIPN 

Longer-term sustainability or institutionalisation 

A possible definition of institutionalising the NIPN approach could be: “the process of ensuring that 

an evidence-informed policy dialogue and decision-making becomes part of the daily activities of the 

partner organisations and becomes an integral part of the way of working of the multisectoral 

nutrition coordinating system in which there is demand for the NIPN services and use of the NIPN 

outputs”.  

The approach relies on the assumption that the availability of reliable information is a barrier to 

efficient decision-making, but good information is not enough for better decision-making. NIPN may 

produce results that governments do not want to see: how to deal with that? This can be a threat. 

EAG members brought a number of approaches forward: 

 Embedding NIPN in the larger partner community, beyond governments, including the civil 

society 

 Ensuring that the government owns the questions and the process, which will lead to them also 

owning the results 

 Similarly, ownership needs to be created in how and why information is obtained, which may 

require behaviour change and a culture of accountability  
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 The NIPN cannot control all parameters but can focus on the quality of products, the timeliness 

and the networks 

 The theory of change is a good tool to monitor whether processes are gone through as expected 

Learning agenda  

In order to move towards institutionalising the NIPN approach, NIPN teams at country level should 

adopt a purposeful learning approach, which enables them to capture and analyse what works and 

does not work well in order to modify and strengthen the NIPN approach in relation to the country 

context. How can this take shape at country level? What type of capacity building is needed?  

 The GSF can provide guidance on how to develop learning and adaptation skills and capacity – 

that builds upon what countries are already doing  

 Creating learning, adaptation and strategic thinking capacity within NIPNs is a way to address the 

threat of political instability or staff turnover 

 One way is to embed the principles of the NIPN approach (including the impact pathway 

approaches) in existing trainings, courses of nutritionists (through the ‘extended network’) 

 Create a learning and adaptation environment at country level and ‘self-learning’ capacity within 

NIPN teams, to cross-correct and build sustainable, adaptive NIPNs 

 Build ‘soft skills’ capacity (facilitation, communication, problem solving, etc.), up a certain point 

within the project lifetime, knowing where you start from (referring to NEP experience) 

 Self-assessment tools could be developed (although self-reflection alone is not sufficient): the 

‘quarterly progress monitoring’ system used by the GSF may include questions for self-reflection, 

evolving with time 

 Each country team may organise specific reflexion moments, through weekly meetings or bi-

annual retreats; the teams need to capture, analyse and document the challenges they have met 

and the solutions found in a continuous manner; this reflection might include the extended 

network which is also needed to help find the solutions 

 Besides building capacity within the NIPN teams, it is also crucial to build relationships to identify 

support/adequate skills within the extended network, bringing the right allies and ‘champions’ 

on board and involve them in the reflection and adaptation process 

 GSF is responsible for learning across the countries by capturing the variability among countries 

in order to maximize the learning from this experience: what works where? (using the ‘quarterly 

progress monitoring’ system) 

 Each country may be able to showcase a different part of the theory of change 
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Next steps and summary of recommendations 

 The GSF should develop a framework for a peer-review mechanism for different steps related to: 

1) question formulation, 2) data analysis plan, 3) initial results of analysis, 4) interpretation of the 

findings; as well as propose external, credible national or international reviewers who could be 

involved 

 The GSF should develop a learning and adaptation strategy to propose to countries, building on 

what they are already doing, but in a different way (including self-assessment tools, self-

reflection moments) 

 The GSF, with the help of EAG members and donors, should support countries to create the 

extended NIPN network / set of allies. These networks are important to overcome challenges and 

to strengthen capacity, to engage sectors, to review the quality of NIPN outputs, to ensure their 

utilisation and to influence decision makers and make sure NIPN becomes part of the puzzle for 

evidence-based decision making (see Figure 2) 

 It is recommended that the GSF and NIPN country delegates present opportunities and progress 

of the NIPN process at the SUN Global Gathering in Nepal, November 2019 

 Though a lot of work still needs to happen, the GSF should nevertheless continue reflecting on 

the approach towards institutionalisation – discussing with countries on the different dimensions 

which have been identified (refer to the report of the 2nd NIPN Global Gathering, May 22-24, 

Amsterdam), focusing on the institutionalisation of the process rather than the structure 

The meeting ended with a confirmation by the EAG members that they would like to continue the 

current way of working, with a specific focus on strategic issues, country follow-up where 

appropriate, and active engagement in the peer-review of specific steps in the NIPN operational 

cycle. 

Figure 2: NIPN is a piece of the puzzle for evidence-based nutrition policies 
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Appendix 1: Introduction and framing 
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Appendix 2: How to overcome challenges and risks related to 

the implementation of the operational cycle?  
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Appendix 3: The road to institutionalisation of the NIPN 

approach 
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