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Building Effective Partnerships for Improved Nutrition  

Meeting Report 13-14 March 2012  

Background 

Partnerships between the public and private sectors have revolutionised development and global health. The 

extensive evidence of effective nutrition interventions and the recent growing momentum on global advocacy 

for nutrition have created an enormous opportunity to harness public-private partnerships to improve nutrition 

outcomes. However, the art of partnership is still being perfected; differences between sectors in areas such 

as working culture, timelines and objectives have complicated public-private partnerships for nutrition and 

hindered their growth. 

 

The Building Effective Partnerships for Improved Nutrition meeting held in London on 13-14 March 2012, 

brought together representatives from companies along the food value chain, bi-lateral donors, universities 

and private funders to encourage partnerships between sectors to improve nutrition outcomes, build trust and 

understanding, and explore innovative models of managing and financing partnerships. The meeting was held 

as a follow up to the Nutrition Advocacy: Building Opportunities in Europe report, prepared by the London 

School of Hygiene & Tropical Medicine and funded by Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, that identified needs 

and opportunities for nutrition advocacy initiatives as well as opportunities for much greater public and private 

sector engagement. The Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation joined with the London International Development 

Centre and UK Department for International Development to consolidate the outcomes of the report and host 

a dialogue on how cross-sector partnerships for nutrition outcomes can be improved. The meeting covered 

nutrition public-private partnerships case studies, innovative business models for partnerships and factors to 

enhance the effectiveness of nutrition partnerships. Meeting presentations and discussions identified several 

needs and opportunities for action for both the public and private sectors. 

Key Challenges in Building Successful Partnerships 

Some of the key challenges in creating successful partnerships identified at the meeting included: 

Shared objectives and measurable targets: Creating a shared understanding of each other’s objectives 

and drivers, and where these differ, to ensure they are complementary is important for partnership success. 

Understanding ‘what success looks like’ to the individual partners, and agreeing how this will be measured 

within the partnership is also a challenge.  

Scalability: Public-private partnerships have the ability to deliver improved nutrition at scale, but in order for 

this to happen, it usually means transitioning the product or programme from a Corporate Social 

Responsibility (CSR) project to a core business strategy. This means that commercial partners need to see a 

clear demand from consumers or mechanisms to correct market failures need to be implemented. 

Sustainability: Ensuring the project has sustained outcomes that endure beyond the initial investment is 

important. How sustainability is assessed will depend on the specific objectives of the partnership but could be 

based on returns on investment (ROI), health metrics, building capacity among local partners, creating 

sustained demand for nutritional products, or a mixture of these.  

Educating and understanding consumers: In order for partnerships to achieve nutrition outcomes, 

consumers must understand the value offered by the product, but this is difficult without a base understanding 

http://www.lshtm.ac.uk/eph/nphir/research/nutritionadvocacy/


2 
 

of nutrition. Market analysis is also lacking, meaning it is difficult for public-private partnerships to anticipate 

demand and innovate for particular markets and segments of consumers.   

Recommended Actions 

It was clear throughout the meeting that partnerships are still one of the most preferred options of public-

private sector engagement. Partnerships allow each sector to leverage the skills and capital of the other while 

sharing financial, reputational and political risk. By expanding such partnerships to include local government, 

civil society organisations and companies, a more localised and sustainable structure to deliver nutritious 

foods to the bottom of the pyramid (BoP) can take shape. A number of suggestions and recommendations 

were made by various participants during the discussion on how to improve the scale and success of public-

private partnerships for nutrition.  

1. Build sustainable, market-based partnerships for delivering nutritious foods to the bottom of the 

pyramid through shared investments and shared risk. 

Finding long-term, flexible funding for cross-sector nutrition partnerships is difficult. Bi-lateral donors are less 

prepared than the private sector to take on financial risk, but they may be able to alleviate some of the short 

term pressure through providing funding for research and development and supporting partnerships in the 

process of gaining technical certification internationally. Working with venture philanthropists, banks and 

foundations or novel forms of financing, such as social or impact investment, may be further options to bolster 

the financial sustainability of a partnership since many such investors aim for social outcomes over financial 

returns.  

2. Establish nutritional objectives for partnerships from the outset – partners can have different 

overall objectives, but the nutritional objectives should be shared to ensure success. 

Successful partnerships need a high level of internal engagement from each organisation as well as a clear 

understanding of each organisation’s objectives and how they relate to the partnership’s aims. Openness and 

honesty are the foremost principles for a successful partnership because each partner differs in their internal 

culture and vision as well as their reasons for operating in a multi-sector development partnership. There 

should be an understanding from all partners that reasonable levels of return on investment are crucial to 

make public-private partnerships for nutrition scalable. 

3. Establish a platform for sharing field and partnership experiences, from ideas to building new 

partnerships. 

Platforms are important for creating an enabling environment to access the appropriate technical assistance, 

understand local and global regulations and how they may impact the work of partnerships, and improve 

communications between stakeholders. Some important platforms already exist in the Amsterdam Initiative 

Against Malnutrition, the Global Alliance for Improved Nutrition (GAIN) Business Alliance and the Scaling Up 

Nutrition (SUN) Taskforce E.  Such platforms could be reviewed and enhanced to allow potential public and 

private sector partners to meet to discuss opportunities and challenges of new initiatives. Such a space could 

also become an archive of nutrition research, partnership best practices and case studies and thereby be both 

a knowledge facility and a networking base to facilitate partnerships. 

 

4. Support development of local companies delivering nutritious foods through technical capacity 

strengthening. 

Involving national and local government stakeholders in nutrition partnerships from their inception may 

increase trust and lead to a more enabling environment for nutrition projects and markets. It may be helpful to 

incorporate the local partners and their existing products or distribution processes to ensure that local demand 

and needs are being met without duplicating existing actions and networks. 

http://www.gainhealth.org/partnerships/amsterdam-initiative-against-malnutrition-aim
http://www.gainhealth.org/partnerships/amsterdam-initiative-against-malnutrition-aim
http://www.gainhealth.org/partnerships/business-alliance
http://www.scalingupnutrition.org/
http://www.scalingupnutrition.org/
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Specific Considerations for Industry 

1. Develop value propositions for nutritional projects with strong CEO-level support. 

Nutrition partnerships need concrete value propositions that outline the benefits of engagement to the 

organisation, beneficiaries and wider society that have passed the scrutiny of each partner organisation’s 

headquarters leadership, country offices and general financial and communications specialists.  These 

strategies should clearly describe the plan for long-term scaling and replication of the project as well as any 

handover or exit strategies. Engaging individuals within each partner organisation, from CEO to local office 

staff, from the beginning to ensure that the partnership is made central to the organisation’s overall core 

business and treated as such by all employees is important. 

2. Utilise innovation across company capabilities – beyond product development – to include 

capacity strengthening, quality assurance and control, and delivery system skills in partnerships. 

The private sector is best known for its product innovation, but its skills and expertise in building local 

capacity, strengthening quality assurance and distribution systems, and increasing consumer demand can be 

leveraged. For example, ColaLife’s partnership to distribute medicine and nutrition products along Coca-

Cola’s rural distribution routes uses private sector’s wide range of skills while building on what already exists 

to improve health outcomes. Such initiatives could be used more widely and similar uses of private sector 

technical skills with local partners should be developed. 

3. Create new business models that take the initial low return on investment (ROI) and long time 

horizon into account where needed. 

Public-private partnerships involve hybrid business models which can take time to develop. Often companies 

measure success on quarterly and annual cycles and there needs to be an openness to measuring ROI 

against longer term targets. New business models taking into account the low margins on products aimed at 

BoP consumers should be considered. One strategy proposed was charging a price for a new product that 

was acceptable to the high-end BoP segment in order to develop demand among lower market consumers 

who will see it as an aspirational product. The applicability of approaches taken in other sectors such as 

pharmaceuticals may also be useful to consider in the nutrition sector. 

4. Integrate health and nutrition development messages with nutrition products. 

Working with other public health organisations and partnerships to build awareness, and thus demand, around 

proper health and nutrition may be an important part of ensuring social outcomes. This could mean working 

with complementary projects, such as door-to-door breastfeeding campaigns, to raise awareness of proper 

feeding practices and of fortified products for older children. It is another way to ensure mutual benefits to both 

the public and private sector projects that have the common goal of maternal and child nutrition and create 

market demand for products to which the private sector can respond. 

 

Specific Considerations for International Donors, National Donors and Development Organisations 

1. Help mobilise demand for nutritious foods. 

Using existing evidence and funding new research to understand consumer behaviour and effective methods 

for influencing healthy eating are important to build demand and create new markets for new nutrition 

products aimed at BoP consumers. In most cases, this involves working with partners at the local level to 

ensure an enabling environment for the market exists and creating new market mechanisms for nutrition 

products in order to ensure effective and consistent access.  Private funders and bi-lateral donors could help 

create new markets by supplying both seed capital and expertise as well as exerting pressure, if needed, on 

the local government. It may be necessary to build the demand before the product, especially for a new 

product category, through product pilots and awareness building marketing. Other partnerships may be 
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created around foods already being consumed, such as staple foods, where the partnership works to biofortify 

these foods and aid their production and distribution within local producer and market systems.  

2. Review regulatory barriers and subsidies that restrict markets while strengthening new industry 

standards with country governments to encourage new innovation. 

Creating an enabling environment for private sector initiatives to support nutrition in the developing world is 

crucial. This may be achieved, in part, by aligning the project with a national government’s development 

objectives and involving government stakeholders early on in the partnership process. Building this trust may 

help ensure that the proper regulations and standards for innovative food solutions created by the partnership 

are enforced correctly and may also allow the partners to discuss marketing practices openly to avoid 

misunderstandings. Local governments can also help ensure the scale and sustainability of partnership 

projects as they promote healthy habits, encourage market growth amongst local organisations and use 

nutrition and health products in their public health systems. 

3. Undertake social audit evaluations and facilitate dispute resolution between public and private 

stakeholders. 

Independent or third party public institutions are well placed to undertake social audit evaluations of nutrition 

projects using tools such as the Social Audit Model from the Sandra Rotman Centre, to uncover tensions and 

suspicions from all stakeholders and work to resolve those issues.  This may involve serving as a facilitator 

between public and private sectors in-country to resolve disputes and concerns around the activity of 

partnerships for nutrition, such as marketing techniques for nutrition products or how best to work with 

vulnerable populations. 

4. Evaluate the impact and sustainability of programmes to add to the body of research on nutrition 

interventions and partnerships. 

By working to evaluate nutrition projects and partnerships, international and national public bodies can provide 

best practices and new research on how to structure nutrition interventions to ensure impact on the targeted 

beneficiaries as well as how such interventions can be adapted to different contexts and cultures for maximum 

impact. Such evaluation can cover multiple areas including: the nutrition impact of fortified foods, the indirect 

social outcomes of BoP business models, and the sustainability of partnerships and their impacts. 

Conclusion 

The ‘Building Effective Partnerships for Nutrition’ meeting and this report are the beginning of a long and 

critical process to develop a fertile environment for partnerships working on nutrition. The meeting brought up 

many questions on how best to create a partnership and what is needed, both from within and outside the 

partnership, to ensure its success. 

There are several partnerships currently being piloted and many more evolving and being scaled up from 

initial pilots. It is hoped that the process of dialogue started by the ‘Building Effective Partnerships for 

Improved Nutrition’ meeting will be able to harness the momentum around the 2013 G8/G20 and other 

advocacy events to revolutionise partnering for nutrition. Experience from other sectors suggests that without 

private sector engagement, the global burden of undernutrition is unlikely to be eradicated.  

Going forward The Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation and DFID will continue to engage in this area and take 

under consideration the learnings outlined in this report as part of their strategy development work. We hope 

the private sector will continue to engage with them in finding solutions and building partnerships to reduce 

undernutrition globally.  

http://www.mrcglobal.net/social_audit_model
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For further information on this workshop and next steps please contact: 

Alan Dangour: Senior Lecturer, London School of Hygiene & Tropical Medicine, alan.dangour@lshtm.ac.uk 

Anna Taylor, Head of Nutrition, UK Department for International Development, a-taylor@dfid.gov.uk 

 
Francesca Boldrini, Head of Global Helath and Advocacy, Europe, Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, 

Francesca.Boldrini@gatesfoundation.org 

Additional Resources 

Corinna Hawkes and Kent Buse, Public Health Sector and Food Industry Interaction: It’s Time to Clarify the 

Term ‘Partnership’ and Be Honest About Underlying Interests, European Journal of Public Health, Vol. 21 No. 

4, 2011, http://eurpub.oxfordjournals.org/content/21/4/400.full.  

Gib Bulloch, Peter Lacy and Chris Jurgens, Accenture, Convergence Economy: Rethinking International 

Development in a Converging World, http://www.accenture.com/us-en/Pages/insight-international-

development-converging-world.aspx.  

Jane Nelson, Business as a Partner in Overcoming Malnutrition: An Agenda for Action and Building Linkages 

for Competitive and Responsible Entrepreneurship, UNIDO, http://www.hks.harvard.edu/m-

rcbg/CSRI/publications/report_14_NUTRITION%20FINAL.pdf.  

London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine and the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, Nutrition 

Advocacy: Building Opportunities in Europe, http://www.lshtm.ac.uk/eph/nphir/research/nutritionadvocacy/.  

Marco Ferroni and Paul Castle, Public-Private Partnerships and Sustainable Agricultural Development, 

Sustainability, No. 3, 2011, http://www.mdpi.com/2071-1050/3/7/1064/.  

 

Syngenta Foundation, Ottawa Conference 2012: Implementing Public-Private Partnerships in Agriculture, 

March 26-27 2012, http://www.syngentafoundation.org/index.cfm?pageID=719.  

 

Tamara Bekefi, Corporate Social Responsibility Report no. 7, Business as a Partner in Tackling Micronutrient 

Deficiency: Lessons in Multisector Partnership, http://www.hks.harvard.edu/m-

rcbg/CSRI/publications/report_7_Bekefi_micronutrient_2006FNL1-23-07.pdf. 

Scaling Up Nutrition Taskforce E, Private Sector Engagement Toolkit, http://www.scalingupnutrition.org/wp-

content/uploads/2011/05/DRAFT8-Private-Sector-Engagement-Toolkit_090911.pdf.  

UN Global Compact LEAD, Partnership Fundamentals: A 10-step guide for creating effective UN- 

business partnerships, http://dalberg.com/sites/dalberg.com/files/Partnership%20Fundamentals%20-

%2010%20step%20guide.pdf. 
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