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Objectives/aims
Specialized nutritious foods used to address undernutrition in development contexts may have varied real-setting effectiveness beyond efficacy trial conditions. These products also carry different costs in procurement, supply chain, programming, and caregiver time. However, past research in this area has generated limited cost-effectiveness (CE) evidence, making it difficult to use scientific findings for real world decisions with resource constraints. Conducted by Tufts and funded by USAID Food for Peace, Food Aid Quality Review (FAQR) field studies aim to fill this gap by contributing to CE research methods and evidence base in food assistance policy and programming.     

Methods 
The FAQR team evaluated the comparative CE of 4 specialized nutritious foods delivered through Supplementary Feeding Programs for: treatment of moderate acute malnutrition in children < 5 in Sierra Leone, and prevention of stunting and wasting in children < 2 in Burkina Faso. The Activity Based Costing with Ingredients approach was used. We valued the opportunity costs for caregivers’ and volunteers’ time. Cost components were summarized into “cost per child reached” from two perspectives: program alone versus inclusion of caregiver. Differences in adjusted estimates for defined undernutrition outcomes were linked with differences in summary costs to compare CE with the reference arm.     

Main findings 
Three of four study arms in Burkina Faso had similar end-line prevalence of stunting (aged ~23 months) and number of months with wasting, but differed substantially in cost. The Sierra Leone study is ongoing. Three lessons emerged so far: 1) Costs of product choices varied widely, making CE research crucial, especially when effectiveness was comparable; 2) Valuing opportunity cost could bring additional insights. Inclusion of caregivers’ time affected some CE rankings; 3) For procurement and international freight, replacing study-incurred costs with realistic prices/ quotes from USAID historical data, product suppliers and freight forwarders improved the generalizability of study results.      






