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A B S T R A C T

Changes in the immediate, underlying and basic determinants of nutritional status at the community- and
household-level are a logical and empirical prerequisite to reducing high levels of undernutrition in high burden
countries. This paper considers these factors directly from the perspective of community members and frontline
workers interviewed in six countries in South Asia and sub-Saharan Africa. In each country, in-depth interviews
were conducted with mothers, other community members and health workers to understand changes in health
and nutrition practices, nutrition-specific interventions, underlying drivers and nutrition-sensitive interven-
tions, and life conditions. Overall, the need for basic improvements in livelihood opportunities and
infrastructure are solidly underscored. Nutrition-specific and -sensitive changes represented in most cases by
deliberate government or NGO supported community interventions are rolling out at a mixed and uneven pace,
but are having some significant impacts where solidly implemented. The synthesis presented here provides an
invaluable source of information for understanding how community-level change occurred against a wider
backdrop of national level progress.

1. Introduction

Across the globe, countries are stepping up their efforts to tackle
high levels of child undernutrition. To reach the ambitious global
targets set by the World Health Assembly in 2012 (including to reduce
child stunting, which represents chronic undernutrition, by 40% by
2025), national and international actors need to learn from successful
(and less successful) country-level examples of undernutrition reduc-
tion. The Stories of Change initiative carried out mixed-methods
research in six countries in South Asia and sub-Saharan Africa to
bring together lessons from experiential learning in improving nutri-
tion. While the other papers in this Special Issue address countries’
respective “stories of change” as well as the quantitative changes in
stunting, this paper focuses solely on community-level findings. The
paper summarizes community level perceptions in changes in nutri-
tional outcomes and determinants across six country contexts over a

period of at least a decade (Table 1). It provides a unique insight into
community-level changes, a yardstick – indicative rather than repre-
sentative – of how far, and in what ways, national and global action has
affected ground-level realities.

2. The role of community level studies in charting nutritional
change

The community as a unit of study and intervention has long been
established in nutrition practice and research. Work at this level has
arguably spawned the most important conceptual framework, brought
together by UNICEF in 1990, in response to community level experi-
mental work in Tanzania's Iringa region (Gillespie and Hodge, 2016 –

see the Lancet Nutrition Series adaptation in Fig. 1 below). This
describes how the determinants of nutritional status go beyond
immediate level causes in terms of nutrient intake and health/immune
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