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Executive summary 

In Xiengkhouang province, in the north of the Lao PDR, the dietary diversity of women and children is 
insufficient to cover their micronutrient needs. For these rural households who depend on agriculture for 
their livelihoods, agroecology can be an effective solution for sustainably improving dietary diversity and 
nutritional outcomes. Beyond agricultural pathways such as crop diversity, synergies, or reduction of 
chemical inputs, agroecological principles related to forest management, market linkages or equity and 
gender may be relevant ways for agroecological interventions to influence nutrition. 

The research study on nutrition-sensitive agroecology (NSAE) aims to identify effective ways to improve 
dietary diversity through the adoption of agroecological practices in the Lao PDR. The NSAE project was 
designed using a participatory and evidence-based approach in two villages of Xiengkhouang province. The 
methodology combined cross-sectional household surveys with participatory action research, including the 
use of the Photovoice approach to capture community perspectives. Household surveys were conducted 
during both the rainy and dry seasons to identify seasonal constraints, needs, and vulnerabilities affecting 
food production, access, and consumption. These data were complemented by qualitative surveys, which 
helped communities identify key obstacles and opportunities across local food systems, from production and 
supply to consumption. The Photovoice approach enabled communities to document their socio-economic, 
financial, and environmental challenges while empowering community members (women and men alike) to 
articulate priorities and propose locally grounded solutions. Together, these findings formed the evidence 
base for the co-design of NSAE interventions, ensuring relevance, ownership, and feasibility. 

This report first presents the methodology used to design the interventions. It then describes the 
interventions that were implemented to overcome the barriers to the production, supply and consumption 
of these foods in the two villages. Finally, the report summarises the data collected on the impact pathways 
of the interventions and assesses the conditions for successful interventions, aiming at contributing to the 
design and implementation of more effective nutrition programmes based on agroecology in Lao PDR.  

The priority intervention areas that have been identified are: 
● nutrition awareness and behaviour change, particularly for young children; 
● development of simple, locally appropriate food recipes for infants and young children; 
● capacity building for village and district health workers, including equipment and training of the health 

volunteers on nutrition monitoring and basic recommendations; 
● agronomic training and agroecological experimentation to improve production diversity; 
● improved water management for household food production; 
● farmer-to-farmer exchanges and study tours to support knowledge transfer; 
● food processing, storage, and collective purchasing of healthy foods to improve the availability, 

accessibility, and affordability of nutritious foods at village level. 

The impact of the interventions on dietary diversity could obviously not be measured given the very short 
duration of the study (less than two years). However, this report will serve to understand "how" potential 
effects on outcomes, such as diet diversity, are produced. The results of the study provide evidence that 
combining various interventions based on agroecological principles, including water access, diversified food 
production, nutrition education, community health services, and food access mechanisms, leads to 
measurable improvements in knowledge, practices, and early behavioural change, even within a short 
timeframe. Interventions reinforced each other: for instance, improved water access enabled home 
gardening; seed distribution increased food availability; nutrition education and cooking workshops have 
raised awareness about healthier child feeding practices. In addition, the research study shows that 
participatory approach drives ownership and uptake: community-designed posters and videos proved 
effective in shifting perceptions (particularly around the need to diversify the diet and the risks of ultra-
processed foods for young children) and encouraged peer-to-peer learning.  
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1. Context, objectives and methodology 

1.1 Background  

In the Lao PDR, the dietary diversity of women and children is insufficient to meet their micronutrient needs 
(Ministry of Health and Lao Statistics Bureau, 2016). Daily diets are mainly based on the consumption of rice 
eaten with leafy vegetables, vegetables and flesh foods (Ministry of Health and Lao Statistics Bureau, 2016). 
In Xiengkhouang Province, where the NSAE study is being conducted, only 22.5% of women aged 15-49 years 
reached the Minimum Dietary Diversity (MDD-W) in 2017, compared with 32% nationally, and the Minimum 
Acceptable Diet (MAD) in children 6-23 months was 31% (Lao Statistics Bureau, 2018).  

Through a mixed method combining scientific evidence and participatory approaches (see NRF-NSAE 
Deliverable 3 - Report on the identification and characterisation of Agroecological “Future Smart Foods” in 
Lao PDR), the initial stages of the NSAE study aimed to identify Future Smart foods (FSF) capable of improving 
the dietary diversity of women and children of two villages in Xiengkhouang province and to characterise the 
obstacles to their consumption, production, and supply. FSF are defined by Li and Siddique (2020) as a variety 
of neglected and underutilised species which are cultivated or wild, nutrient-dense, locally available, climate 
resilient, affordable, culturally appropriate, safe. 

According to the methodology of the NSAE research study (see NRF-NSAE Deliverable 1 – Inception report), 
these first stages of the NSAE research study have to be followed by applied research activities aiming to 
identify, design and test interventions to overcome the obstacles of production, supply and consumption of 
more FSF in the model villages, and then to assess the conditions for successful interventions through an 
impact pathways evaluation process. These stages are described and analysed in this report. 

1.2 Objective of the report 

The main objective of the NSAE research study is to analyse how agroecological practices can improve the 
dietary diversity for women and children in farming households in the Lao PDR. This report focuses on the 
identification, design, test and evaluation of interventions aiming to overcome the obstacles of production, 
supply and consumption of more Future Smart Foods (FSF) in the two target villages of NSAE project.  

The specific objectives are:  

1. to report on the methods used to select the interventions;  
2. to describe the interventions and the main challenges regarding their implementation, and; 
3. to assess the impact pathways of the interventions.  

 

1.3 Assumptions 

Following the diagnosis done during the inception phase (see inception report), our main hypothesis is that 
carefully-designed and context-specific interventions, co-designed by local actors (farmers, consumers, 
traders, local sellers…) and based on agroecological principles, are appropriated and contribute to improve 
the production, supply and consumption of these FSF and, therefore, dietary diversity in target populations. 

2. Main findings 

2.1 Identification and selection of interventions 

Based on the diagnosis of obstacles of production, supply and consumption of FSF done during the previous 
steps of the study (see Deliverable 3), three participatory workshops have been organised in Ban Na village 
and in two clusters of Ban Pouseo village (Naseo and Buaknam) to identify and design the possible 
interventions that could address these obstacles.  
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Each participatory workshop was divided into three parts: 

i. Photo exhibition on food challenges, based on Photovoice methodology (see Deliverable 3);  
ii. Presentation, selection and clustering of the main food-related issues (from the results of the 

quantitative and qualitative surveys); 
iii. Working groups to suggest solutions to address the main food-related issues. 

 

2.1.1. Photo exhibition on food challenges  

As a reminder, the NSAE research team used the Photovoice method to identify the food challenges faced 
by target populations: the participants used photography to represent their daily food challenges and 
expressed them through discussions around the photos. 

The photographs were exhibited in each village, and the participants were able to explain their photos and 
get some feedback from the audience (Figure 1). The exhibition had several benefits: it aroused a great deal 
of curiosity and interest among all the participants who took part in the workshops. It also “broke the ice” 
and sparked some very interesting discussions about community food challenges.  
 
Figure 1. Photovoice exhibition1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2.1.2. Presentation, selection and clustering of the main food issues  

Some results from the quantitative survey relating to the dietary diversity of women and children were 
translated into Lao PDR and adapted into easily understandable formats, such as posters, and presented to 
the participants (see Annex 1). Participants were able to provide feedback on the posters, whether to clarify 
issues or to better understand the practical implications of the lack of dietary diversity in the two villages. 
 

 
1 All individuals who participated in the study, including those photographed in this report, signed a consent form. When 
the person on the images is younger than 18, the form has been signed by his/ her legal representative. 
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Three working groups focusing respectively on production, supply and consumption discussed the main food 
issues that were highlighted during the previous investigations:  
 
1/ Working group on obstacles to FSF production: the main issue is the limited quantity and diversity of fruits, 
vegetables and other crops produced by the farmers (targeting the food groups that are lacking in the current 
diet). The obstacles to production identified by participants are: 

- Severe weather variations, frost and climate change; 
- Lack of water; 
- Limited agronomic techniques to prevent pests and diseases for vegetables and fruit trees; 
- Low productivity of fruit trees; 
- Seasonal production of fruits and vegetables. 

 
2/ Working group on obstacles to FSF consumption: issues of caring and feeding families and children have 
to be addressed with suitable solutions. The main obstacles related to these issues have been listed on the 
table: 

- Lack of health nutritional monitoring and health advice; 
- “Hidden hunger”: no awareness on nutritional issues;  
- Lack of knowledge and transmission of misconceptions about children feeding; 
- Competition for women’s time to manage the diet, care for children, and agricultural working 

activities, which are time-consuming. 
 
3/ Working group on obstacles to FSF supply: limited access to the foods that are targeted. The main 
obstacles to supply these foods have been discussed and reported on the table: 

- Lack of healthy food (in particular fruits and vegetables) in village shops; 
- Lack of knowledge and equipment to process and store food; 
- Long distance to the market;  
- Roads become impassable during the rainy season; 
- Food inflation, high cost of healthy food, lack of financial means. 

  
After the presentation, the food issues were adjusted, reformulated and collectively validated. Some issues 
that were identified but could not be addressed with the project's resources (budget, project duration, skills, 
etc.) have been abandoned, such as the unexploded ordnances (UXO) in the forest or the improvement of 
the road conditions.  
  

2.1.3. Participatory identification of interventions 

The next phase of the participatory process consisted in discussing the solutions to address each issue, the 
means to implement these solutions and the implementation timeline. Working groups were organised to 
identify possible interventions as well as information on the operationalisation and implementation of these 
interventions. All the information was recorded in tables (see annex 2). The working group on production-
related interventions has addressed fruit production and vegetable and other crop production (beans, nuts, 
etc.) separately. 
 
Then, during a plenary session, all the interventions were summarised and discussed to validate the 
expectations and to have an agreement on the commitments of each party involved: the NSAE team, the 
Provincial Agriculture and Forestry Office (PAFO) and the families involved in the project, in terms of time 
investment, expertise, financial means.  

The roadmaps on the intervention were reported on tables (Figure 2), translated into Lao PDR, and displayed 
in each village/cluster.  
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Figure 2. Roadmap on the interventions in the target areas 
 
Ban Na village 

Intervention Actions / steps Input, resource Timetable 
Nutrition 
awareness Poster and videos on nutrition recommendations Posters March 
Recipes for kids Cooking workshop (infant meals and formulas), videos 

and recipe book Food, cooking material March 
Nutrition referents Relaying information, malnutrition detection Leaflet, scale, balance, 

training March 
Training  Training on pest and diseases management on fruits 

trees Leaflets, training Season with more diseases 
(Aug-Oct) 

Experiments Demo Plot(s): Intercropping chestnut trees + soybean Training, seeds July 
Water 
management Set up a water tank to increase water supply for 

domestic use and vegetables Water storage and 
distribution system March 

Study tour Farmer to farmer exchanges Visits organisation April 
Processed food Equipment, Assessment of training needs Materials, training May 
Village purchase 
group Decide about roles, rules, regulations, set the calendar Meeting, subsides for 1st 

purchases May 
 
Pouseo village, Buaknam cluster 

Intervention Actions / steps Input, resource Timetable  
Nutrition awareness Poster and videos on nutrition 

recommendations Posters March 
Recipes for kids Cooking workshop (infant meals and 

formulas), videos and recipe book Food, cooking material March 
Nutrition referents Relaying information, malnutrition detection Leaflet, scale, balance, 

training March 
Kindergarten Feasibility study and trial for setting up a 

kindergarten Interviews province 
Officers March 

Training  Training on pest and diseases management 
(fruits trees) Leaflets, training Season with more 

diseases (Aug-Oct) 
Experiments Permaculture demo plots using the water 

tanks Training, seeds After water tanks 
Water management Explore and implement the best option to 

improve the access to water Water storage and 
distribution system March 

Study tour Farmer to farmer exchanges Visits organisation April 
Process food Equipment, Assessment of training needs Materials, training May 
Introduce foods in 
the shop Evaluation of availability, Discussion with 

shop owners Subsidy first purchases May 
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Pouseo village, Naseo cluster 
Intervention Actions / steps Input, resource Timetable  

Nutrition awareness Poster and videos on nutrition recommendations Posters March 
Recipes for kids Cooking workshop (infant meals and formulas), videos 

and recipe book Food, cooking 
material March 

Nutrition referents Relaying information, malnutrition detection Leaflet, scale, 
balance, training March 

Training  Training on pest and diseases management (fruits trees, 
banana) Lao specialist, 

leaflets, training Season with more 
diseases (Aug-Oct) 

Experiments Demo plots with fruit trees Training, seeds July 
Water management Implement the best option to improve the access to 

water Water storage and 
distribution system March 

Study tour Farmer to farmer exchanges Visits organisation April 
Process and store 
food Equipment, Assessment of training needs Materials, training May 
Introduce new foods 
in the shop Evaluation of availability, discussions with shop owners Subsidy first 

purchases May 
 
2.2 Interventions implemented to improve dietary diversity  

2.2.1. Interventions on food at production level 
Improvement of the water distribution system for agriculture and sanitation  

With the support of PAFO and District Agriculture and Forestry Office (DAFO), access to clean water was 
improved to benefit both water supply for house gardens and hygiene and sanitation for households and 
communities. The project teams provided technical assistance for the design and management of the water 
supply system, connecting mountain spring water to the village and ensuring irrigation for crops in the 
gardens (Figure 3). 

In Ban Na village, the intervention doubled the capacity of the village reservoir, providing enough water for 
food crops during the dry season. In Pouseo village, two water tanks were built to enable the development 
of home gardens and small plots. This village spreads into different clusters and has a high number of 
households. Water shortage is severe during the dry season. Introduction of these water tanks make clean 
water available for household consumption, hygiene and sanitation and home gardens in the village. 

Figure 3. Technical support for the water supply system 
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In addition, the project provided the technical assistance to link the water system to schools and improved 
toilet facilities to help pupils and teachers to implement water sanitation and hygiene (WASH) practices. The 
community leaders and teachers asked to extend the water pipes from the new water tank to schools. 
Available clean water at school enhances hygiene and sanitation practices for pupils. Integrating WASH 
programmes into the school curriculum has been used to promote school gardens. 

Introduction of agroecological farming systems 
The quantitative surveys and the result of the participative workshops showed that, most of the year, the 
village communities rely only on their own agriculture production to cover their nutritional needs. Indeed, 
markets are located far from the villages - they are reached in about 1.5 to 2 hours in the dry season and are 
often inaccessible in the rainy season. Therefore, several agricultural production activities based on 
agroecological techniques were introduced by the project team and co-implemented by farmers.  

Species which are often neglected in vegetable gardens were introduced first in agroecological 
demonstration plots in the targeted villages. By introducing integrated agricultural practices, the goal of 
these agroecological plots was to showcase the transition from monocropping systems like maize cultivation 
to diverse and healthy food production systems. Local extensionists from PAFO and agronomists of the NSAE 
team provided technical assistance to farmers to implement agroecological techniques in the demo plots. 
These integrated systems included fruit trees, legumes (including peanuts and soybeans), carrots, sweet 
potatoes, and sunflowers. 

In a second phase, based on a list of targeted crops set up during the participatory workshop, in each village, 
PAFO distributed seeds and seedlings to the farmers (Figure 4) to enhance crop diversification in their home 
gardens and farm plots:  
- lychee, mango, peanuts, carrot, soybean, yam, sweet potatoes, longan, pomelo, and chestnut in Ban Na; 
- chestnut, pomelo, lychee, jack fruit, rambutan, mango, long bean, and sweet potatoes in Buaknam cluster 

(Pouseo village);  
- sweet potatoes, peanut, soybean, sunflower, jackfruit, mango, chestnut, longan, litchi and pomelo in 

Naseo clusters (Pouseo village). 

Fruit trees like longan, lychee, mango and pomelo were planted for future availability of fruits in the villages 
while local plants like peanut, soybean and sweet potato were planted to supply nutrient dense foods for 
the community and to provide seeds to be reused in the future. In the uplands, where many farmers practise 
rainfed rice, maize and Job’s tear production, the NSAE team and PAFO technical officers promoted pumpkin, 
soybean and peanut cultivation to enhance more local FSFs at the household level. In addition, seedlings of 
“super foods” available all-year round like moringa and “pak van” (Sauropus androgynus) were provided. 
Additionally, as knowledge and behaviour change on healthy food consumption and production starts with 
the young generation, the NSAE project provided seeds and technical assistance to develop agroecological 
gardens in primary schools in the villages. 

Figure 4. Seeds and seedlings distribution and agroecological demonstration plots 
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Training on fruit trees pruning, pest and diseases control 
 

Many farmers complained that their fruit trees and vegetable gardens were often affected by diseases. To 
address this obstacle, in each village, the NSAE team provided different on-site training (Figure 5) and 
technical sheets in Lao language (see annex 3) on fruit tree pruning, on proper management of banana 
plants, and on easy techniques for healthy vegetable production (including soil protection and improvement, 
intercropping and water use). 

Figure 5. Theoretical and practical training on fruit trees pruning and diseases treatment  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Farmers to farmers exchanges 

A total of 27 farmers, including 12 women from Ban Na and Ban Pouseo, took part in a visit to agroecological 
projects implemented in 3 villages in Xiengkhouang province (Ban Phumuang in Kham district, Ban Khay in 
Pek district and Ban Naphia in Phaxay district) supported by the Agroecology and safe food system in South-
east Asia (ASSET) project.  

The main objective of this study tour was to foster farmers to farmers exchanges, in particular farmers from 
NSAE target villages and farmers who are already engaged into AE transition through different field visits:  

● visit and exchanges with coffee farmer group (crop diversification, nutrition) in Kham and Phaxay 
districts; 

● visit and exchanges with a farmer group which produces organic vegetables (Khay village, Pek 
District); 

● visit and exchanges with a coffee farmer group which produces coffee in agroforestry conditions 
(Ban Naphia, Phaxay District); 

● visit to an agricultural product store in Phonesavanh selling seeds and seedlings. 

Finally, this visit provided an opportunity to exchange ideas with farmers experienced in agroecological 
techniques used to produce a more diverse range of food (Figure 6).  

This initiative helps to better disseminate agricultural advice on the challenges that farmers in Ban Na and 
Ban Pouseo can expect to face when implementing their own agroecological crops, and ways to overcome 
them. 
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Figure 6. Knowledge exchange with farmers on agroecological techniques and crop associations in Ban Ban 
Phumuang and Ban Khay. 

 
2.2.2. Interventions on food consumption and nutrition 

Regarding food consumption and nutrition, the main obstacles identified during the previous steps of the 
research study are financial constraints, lack of time, lack of knowledge regarding infant and young child 
feeding. Other obstacles identified relate to food production and food supply, which are addressed in the 
sub-sections above and below. After several consultations with the community members, leaders, village 
heads, local authorities and development partners, different interventions were designed to help local 
children, men and women to consume healthier and more diverse foods. 
 

Training for Village Health Volunteers (VHVs) 

Qualitative and quantitative surveys in the villages have shown that parents do not believe malnutrition was 
a problem that affected them or their children. Several reasons account for this belief. The first is that 
micronutrient deficiencies, also known as “hidden hunger” (micronutrient malnutrition) or stunted growth 
(chronic malnutrition, children who are too small for their age), are difficult to detect, unlike wasting (acute 
malnutrition). This is especially true when a large proportion of children are affected. The second reason is 
that families are often not followed up by a health service after giving birth, which could monitor the 
nutritional status of the child, diagnose him/her, alert the parents and take appropriate action. Thus, parents, 
unaware that their children are suffering from malnutrition and micronutrient deficiencies, cannot act. 

The first step of the intervention was therefore to monitor the children and train Village Health Volunteers 
(VHVs) within the village to be able to monitor the nutritional status of the children, give basic 
recommendations and refer parents to the health centre if necessary. The project team trained village health 
volunteers in weighing and measuring children (Figure 7), as well as in the basics of nutritional 
recommendations, during several sessions. The team created a small, fun booklet explaining the different 
forms of malnutrition, its causes and consequences on children's development and health, as well as advice 
to give to parents at the birth of their child or in cases of chronic or acute malnutrition. In collaboration with 
volunteers, village children underwent regular height and weight measurements. This data, including age, 
was documented in health records to track and identify cases of malnutrition. 

The team observed that the staff at the health centres are not trained in monitoring children's nutrition and 
lack advising skills and service. Women who give birth at the health centre or who consult before or after 
giving birth receive very little nutritional advice and guidance. To address this, staff from local health centres 
were brought to the intervention villages for dedicated training. This intervention was crucial in getting the 
community involved in the project; it served as a “gateway”. It enabled many parents (almost half of the 
children) to realise that their children were suffering from malnutrition and thus to become much more 
involved in the various activities of the project.  
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Figure 7. Training of village health volunteers on nutritional status monitoring for children 

 

 

Creation of collaborative posters on food diversity and nutrition 

Nutritional communication materials, including posters and videos, have been developed with 
recommendations tailored to local needs and constraints. This was achieved during a participatory workshop 
by adapting and discussing standard guidelines from the government and international institutions, covering 
topics such as the importance of exclusive breastfeeding, age-appropriate dietary diversification, 
malnutrition and the risks associated with ultra-processed foods for young children.  

The participants then expressed their opinions on these messages: 

Positive opinions:  
- Certain messages and information are important to know to take good care of ones’ child. 
- Some illustrations are accompanied by drawings and are quick and easy to understand. 
- Some of the recommendations are easy to implement. 

Negative opinions:  
- Participants do not feel that the messages are directed at them: images and texts that appear to 

focus on Lao Lum culture (the main ethnic group) in urban areas, featuring clothing, food and 
customs associated with the Lao Lum ethnic group.  

- Some recommendations are impossible to implement, such as exclusive breastfeeding for six 
months, particularly during harvest season, or the use of a breast pump, or eating several fruits and 
vegetables a day.  

- The messages are confusing: the illustrations and texts are sometimes difficult to understand, and 
the information is not organised in a coherent manner (e.g. fruits are shown alongside times of day 
rather than other foods; suns are used to represent different times of day, etc.). 

- Above all, participants do not understand why they must apply these recommendations, nor the 
risks if they do not. 

Drawing on these materials and discussions, the community identified key messages they wished to illustrate 
and share. Working in small groups, participants then adapted these messages to create their own 
communication tools, either through posters (Figure 8) or videos for social media (TikTok, Facebook, 
Instagram). Based on the community members' drawings and texts, CIRAD's regional graphic designer edited 
the posters (see Annex 4). 
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Figure 8. Illustration created by the participants to convey messages that are understandable to the 
community on food diversity and nutrition issues. 
 

 
 
Using these posters and videos, the participants facilitated sessions to present the selected 
recommendations to the broader community (Figure 9). The videos were screened in the village and shared 
via social media while the posters remain permanently displayed in each village’s community halls. 

Figure 9. Posters presented by their designers to the community 
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Cooking workshops for recipes suitable for young children 
Quantitative surveys revealed that children aged 6 to 23 months ate very few vegetables, even though they 
are available within the household and their mothers consumed some. This gap in consumption is attributed 
to several factors: vegetables are often cut into large pieces unsuitable for very young children who do not 
yet have teeth, and mothers reported that the children “do not like vegetables”. 

To address these barriers, the project team developed cooking workshops (Figure 10) involving mothers and 
grandmothers, who are mainly responsible for looking after the children and managing the family's food. 
The project team developed simple recipes for purées (mashed) and compotes, which can be cooked very 
quickly, using locally available, affordable and culturally accepted foods, i.e. those already consumed by 
mothers in families. 

Suggesting simple recipes was crucial: even though complex recipes might be extremely diverse and rich in 
micronutrients, households usually do not have the ingredients required. As children's dietary diversity is 
extremely low, the main goal of this intervention was to introduce at least one fruit, legume or vegetable 
per day in the diet and to try to vary from one day to the next. 

Once a month, recipes were suggested for cooking vegetables, fruit and legumes purées using locally 
available ingredients (pumpkin, soya, banana, etc.) and only common utensils such as strainers and spoons. 
Each recipe contained very few ingredients. For example, the squash purée consisted of boiling the squash 
and mashing it with a spoonful of oil. For each recipe, the project team explained to the community that 
depending on their available resources, tastes and the age of the child, it was possible to add cereal (rice or 
rice flour, etc.), egg, meat or fish or any other food. Although families were initially sceptical about the 
palatability of purées thout added salt or sugar, the children - with a very few exceptions -enjoyed the food. 
At the beginning of each session, instructional recipe sheets were provided to the cooking workshop’s 
participants. 

Figure 10: Example of recipe used during the cooking workshops  
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 Forum theatre to raise awareness of the risks of ultra-processed foods for young children 
In the two hamlets that have local shops (Buaknam and Naseo), the surveys revealed high consumption of 
ultra-processed fatty, sweet and salty products among young children (aged 6 and 23 months). In May and 
December, the quantitative survey showed that 70% and 60% of children respectively consumed sugary 
foods such as sweets or cakes, 12% and 21% consumed soft drinks, and 7% and 30% consumed savoury 
snacks or instant noodles. Furthermore, during qualitative surveys, the research team observed that parents 
often gave sweets and sweet or savoury snacks to young children, starting at breakfast. Workshops with 
mothers and grandmothers revealed that they give these foods to children from the age of one daily. These 
foods are not considered harmful to young children by the community. They are very inexpensive, 
convenient (ready-to-eat, packaged), available in the village and very popular with children. 

To address the health risks associated with ultra-processed products, the NSAE team implemented an 
awareness-raising initiative using forum theatre. A short play was created by the participants and performed 
for the community. This participatory approach allowed community members to discuss the scenes and 
actively participate on stage by modifying character roles or proposing alternative scenarios. The session 
began with a small group of volunteers engaged in warm-up exercises to “break the ice”, foster trust, 
encourage public speaking, and increase physical confidence. These activities paved the way for a deeper 
dialogue on the consumption of ultra-processed foods. Participants exchanged diverse perspectives on 
children's consumption of ultra-processed foods, examining both the convenience and appeal of these 
products alongside their identified downsides and long-term health risks. Drawing from these discussions, 
the participants co-designed a skit that highlighted the trade-offs between short-term convenience and long-
term health consequences. The performance depicted a family providing ultra-processed foods to their child 
as a means of comfort, a time-saving measure, and a way to manage behaviour, but over time, the narrative 
shifted to show the child struggling with a lack of concentration during schoolwork, the development of 
dental cavities, and recurring illness. The community members perceived that the short-term advantages of 
ultra-processed foods - low cost, time saving, keeping children occupied, making them happy - disappear in 
the long term. After numerous rehearsals, allowing participants to feel comfortable and improve the scene, 
adding humour and real-life experiences, the participants performed it in their respective communities. A 
large audience turned up to see their neighbours and friends perform. The audience did not wish to come 
on stage to suggest alternatives, but the skit also sparked many reactions, discussions, exchanges of 
experiences and testimonials. 

Figure 11. Forum theatre session in Ban Pouseo village 

 



 
 

18 

 

Feasibility study for a kindergarten  

The establishment of a community nursery was requested as an intervention in Ban Pouseo (both in Naseo 
and Buaknam clusters). In the Lao PDR, formal schooling typically begins at age 6. Consequently, women take 
care of their children full-time until that age, which greatly limits their productive activities. Furthermore, 
women often provide full-time childcare until that age, a situation that significantly limits their involvement 
in productive and income-generating activities. Parents frequently bring young children to the fields, where 
they lack developmental stimulation and face concerning levels of exposure to chemical inputs. To address 
these issues, a feasibility study was initiated to evaluate legal, financial, and organisational frameworks for 
setting up kindergartens. 

The study was initiated with a consultation meeting at the Phoukhood District Education and Sports Office 
to ensure alignment with official early childhood education policies. This stage involved collecting data on 
nurseries, requirements and recommendations (number of children per volunteer, etc.) and existing support 
mechanisms provided by the district. In particular, the office offered its technical support. Then, meetings 
were organised in the villages with local authorities, village chiefs and the Women's Union to obtain their 
support and discuss organisational conditions (location of the nursery, necessary infrastructure, etc.). 
Regarding infrastructure, the assessment checked whether the current premises meet the safety, 
accessibility and water, sanitation and hygiene (WASH) standards required for nurseries. It was accompanied 
by a mapping of resources to estimate the budget required to set up and run the nursery using local 
materials. 

Workshops with parents, caregivers (grandparents) and the village education development committee 
identified the community's expectations. Data was collected on the family's demands, including the number 
of children interested, their age group, the required opening hours throughout the year and the price of the 
nursery. The study also examined human resources by identifying potential volunteers inside and outside 
the village, determining their training needs and establishing fair remuneration or income conditions. A 
sustainable economic model was developed by analysing costs, fees for families and potential sources of 
funding from the government or community contributions. 

As nutrition is the central focus of the project, the study examined the possibility of introducing a canteen 
system for potential nurseries to ensure a healthy and varied diet for young children. Currently, in primary 
schools, pupils bring their own lunch, often consisting of rice, supplemented with an egg or fish or chicken. 
The study considered the possibility of introducing meals based on local foods and determining who could 
be responsible for purchasing/collecting the products and preparing the meals. 

Finally, the preliminary conclusions and proposed management models are being drafted and presented to 
the Provincial Education and Sports Service for further advice. While the feasibility study for the community 
kindergartens was completed and very well received, due to local budget limitation, the nurseries 
themselves have not yet been established. 

2.2.3. Interventions on food processing and supply 
 
The main obstacles identified during the previous steps of the research study were: 

- production constraints; 
- economic constraints to purchase healthy foods; 
- availability and physical accessibility of healthy foods; 
- Seasonality of food offer. 

 
Based on this diagnosis, interventions on food processing and food purchasing have been suggested and 
further implemented.  
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Improving and fostering food processing and storing 
 
The actionable interventions on processing healthy foods were designed for children, men, women and older 
people in the target villages. The designed activities were prioritised for their simplicity and 
applicability,using available raw materials. This approach ensured that community members could 
independently sustain food processing and cooking practices after the project conclusion.  
 
A feasibility study has been carried out to assess the needs to improve processing, drying and storage of 
different fruits, vegetables and seeds (pumpkin, cucumbers, sunflowers, etc.). The NSAE team observed that 
Hmong villages had traditionally used stone mills to make rice, maize, soy and cassava powder for foods and 
desserts. In Ban Na, the stone grinder was dirty, unhygienic and used exclusively for milling maize for animals. 
In both target villages, the communities did not have experience on soya milk production and used to buy 
expensive processed bottles of soya milk from markets. While PAFO supported restoration of the grinder, 
the project team provided training to use this grinder to process soybean paste, tofu and soy milk (Figure 
12). Soy milk was obtained by soaking soybeans overnight, grounding them with additional water, and 
squeezing the paste thus obtained. Raw soy milk can be boiled for pasteurisation and to reduce the “raw” 
smell of soybean. In addition, raw soy milk can be steamed to make tofu and dry tuft skim which can be 
preserved. Soybean waste can be used to feed animals, or mixed with sweet potato to make a deep-fried 
healthy balls, or mixed with sticky rice and banana and then steamed to produce a dessert. These recipes 
were easy to implement, using local soybeans and sweet potatoes, and the meals were appreciated by 
children. 
 
Figure 12. Use of the restored traditional millstone for making soy milk  
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Regarding food preservation and drying methods, the initial diagnosis revealed that local dry ovens were 
mainly used to dry natural red mushrooms for sale. The community members indicated that didn’t dry other 
foods, although they have a lot of pumpkins and Job’s tears from upland fields. With the support of PAFO, a 
technical assistance has been provided to foster the production of dry pumpkins that can be stored for 
several weeks before consumption (e.g. stir-fried with other vegetables or crushed in soups).  
 

Setting up collective purchase groups at village level  
To encourage nutritionally beneficial purchases, the NSAE project introduced food vouchers to help families 
buy more healthy foods directly in the villages (Figure 13). This initiative supported by PAFO aimed to lower 
the purchase price by saving on transport costs and to create a locally available supply of healthy food by 
initiating a collective purchase group. Each family wishing to benefit from these vouchers on a voluntary 
basis determined the amount they wished to contribute to this collective purchasing group. PAFO distributed 
the vouchers in two stages. For the first vouchers, community members who were willing to be part of this 
purchase group paid 50% of the value of the voucher, to encourage them to buy healthy products. In a 
second round of purchases, the subsidy was reduced to 10% to promote the programme's self-sufficiency 
and to prefigure the collective purchase groups that the project seeks to establish. For the first round, the 
foods (mango, apple, papaya, rambutan, carrot, tomato, cabbage, pumpkin, peanut, soybean) have been 
delivered with the support of the project team. 

In Ban Na village, as there are no shops nearby, a cooperative (collective purchase group) was created. It is 
run by a manager (the village head). In Ban Pouseo, where local shops exist, the initiative was managed by 
two shop owners (one in each hamlet). The cooperative manager, or shop owner, could only receive 
vouchers in exchange for healthy foods purchased by the project. Healthy foods and vouchers could not be 
exchanged against money. The cooperative manager, or shop owner, received compensation for running the 
store, which corresponds to 10% of the value of sales. The rest of the cooperative's or shop’s profits is meant 
to be reinvested to repurchase a stock of healthy food. 

Figure 13 Vouchers used to access food in the target village’s shops and cooperative  
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2.3 Impact pathways of the interventions  

2.3.1. Methodology for impact pathway evaluation 

As the NSAE project was scheduled to run for less than two years, it was decided at the early stage of the 
project design that conducting an impact evaluation was not feasible (see inception report, Deliverable 2). 
However, documenting the project implementation is essential to understand how beneficiaries receive and 
use interventions, as well as how participants’ behaviours and perceptions evolve. While traditional impact 
evaluations determine whether a programme works, process evaluations explain how and why outcomes 
occur (Savy et al., 2020). 

Given the short time between the implementation of the interventions and the completion of the evaluation, 
we chose to apply a simplified participatory impact pathway analysis (Douthwaithe et al., 2007). This 
evaluation method offers a practical framework to address the implementation gaps in complex programme. 
In recent years, an increasing number of nutrition programme evaluations have adopted the impact pathway 
approach to support interpretation of impact results and identification of corrective actions (Mattes et al, 
2022). 

Participatory impact pathways analysis maps the theoretical causal chain linking inputs, processes, outputs, 
outcomes, and impacts, while accounting for contextual factors, enabling conditions and organisational 
structures. Regarding the NSAE research project, inputs are equated with the resources provided by the 
project (financial resources and technical support from the project teams), while processes are the 
participatory approaches that have been deployed to define interventions. In our simplified approach, we 
therefore focus our attention on the causal chains between outputs (the various interventions), outcomes 
(observed) and impacts (expected). For some interventions, we have sketched an impact pathway map to 
better visualise the causal links and the enabling conditions for impact at scale. 

To conduct this impact pathways evaluation, we have built an evaluation matrix (See Annex 5), set up 
interviews and organised focus groups to collect data in the villages:  

- 3 focus groups to assess the interventions on food production, processing and supply, including the 
participation of:  

- 14 women and 2 men in Ban Na; 
- 15 women and 5 men in Ban Pouseo, Naseo cluster; 
- 16 women and 3 men in Ban Pouseo, Buaknam cluster. 

- 2 interviews of the Village Health Volunteers (VHVs) 
- 2 focus groups to assess the intervention on food consumption and nutrition: 

- 7 women and 1 man in Ban Na; 
- 7 women at Ban Pouseo. 

 

2.3.2. Impact pathways of the interventions on food production 

Water distribution systems  

In Ban Na, with the support of PAFO technicians, the water tank has been connected to four access points 
(taps), providing sufficient water to each household. The rules for managing the water distribution system 
were established and shared, and a governance structure was defined, including a management committee. 
To maintain the village water distribution network, a fee of 1,000 kip per month per household is collected 
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by the village chief. At the time of the evaluation visit (in October 2025, at the end of the rainy season), the 
water tank was full, and the community did not suffer from hydric shortage. Beneficiaries already reported 
noticeable changes linked to this intervention, such as improved hygiene and the possibility of using more 
water for cooking. Due to improved access to water, they planned to expand their vegetable gardens and 
subsequently to apply the agroecological techniques observed on the demonstration plots (Figure 14).  

In Ban Pouseo , The same rules and governance system were applied. A yearly fee of 20.000 kip per family is 
collected to pay the labour to maintain the system and the village head plans to increase it to 40.000 from 
2026. The water tank was also full at the time of the visit. In Naseo hamlet, the community planned to use 
the new pipes that they had purchased to connect it to the water system after the rice harvest (in late 
October). Two people in the village oversee the proper water supply. The main challenge faced is that most 
production land, including vegetable gardens and fruit plots is in lower zones, far from the village centre. 
Only 9 houses have been reported to have a connection between their home gardens and the water tank.  

In Buaknam hamlet, houses are gathered along the main road, and most vegetable gardens are in the vicinity 
of the houses - even though many households do not maintain a home garden per se. Families access water 
taps easily to irrigate their garden or for domestic use. They have noted improved hygiene practices and 
more water availability for cooking.  
 

Figure 14: Pathway for the setting up of a water distribution system to achieve desired impacts at scale. 
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Seeds distribution and development of agroecological plots  

Thanks to seed distribution, the quantity and diversity of agricultural products harvested have substantially 
increased, which significantly improved the dietary diversity of families. All the households of this village 
benefited from this intervention, while in Ban Pouseo, more than 70 % of the Lao Lum community and only 
15% of the Hmong community have developed plots with seeds provided by the project. 

Sweet potatoes have been distributed to the community in the target villages for sprouting and planting. 
Cultivation has been quite successful in Ban Na village where farmers estimate that between September and 
November, 60 to 80 harvests of sweet potatoes were completed. In Ban Pouseo, on the contrary, cultivation 
has been less successful as some farmers reported that some plants did not give tubers yet, because they 
were planted in August, whereas the most favourable sowing period for the growth of this plant is April-
May. 

The families processed part of the sweet potatoes to make sweet desserts for children. They steamed the 
sweet potatoes and added some sugar. Adults consumed sweet potatoes as a side dish. When the families 
have a lot of sweet potatoes at home, they do not eat rice. Sweet potatoes are not stored, apart from a few 
families who know how to preserve rhizomes for planting and propagation at the following season. 

The peanut seeds distributed were mostly planted in the uplands (distant sloping lands which are actually 
below the village in Ban Na and Buaknam) because the weather is better (warmer) and the productivity is 
higher. In Buaknam, some families tried to intercrop peanuts and maize, but even though it improved maize 
growth, peanuts did not grow well due to lack of sun. Although the beneficiaries were unable to estimate 
the quantity of peanuts produced, as the harvest was barely starting, they believed that yields would be 
good. Most of the harvested peanuts were boiled for consumption. Some were dried, fried and crushed to 
be mixed with sticky rice to improve children's diets. Most families spared 1 or 2 kg from the harvest to 
replant the next year.  

The soybean harvest season was planned to start at the end of October in Ban Na. In Buaknam, soybeans 
were distributed and planted in August, but some farmers complained that the plants did not grow well and 
yields were rather low. The sowings were done too late to produce good results, which shows the importance 
of carefully following the planting calendar for each species. In both villages, the harvested soybeans are 
eaten mainly crushed and boiled. The cooking water is consumed as a soup, while most of the families mixed 
the solid part with meat and vegetables. Some seeds were kept aside to be replanted the next year. Carrots 
have been planted during the summer but were not ready for harvesting at the time of the evaluation visit. 
Fruit trees that have been planted did of course not bear any fruits, but in Ban Na, the farmers argued that 
all of them were growing well, especially mango and pomelo trees. 

The main changes brought about by the project are the replacement of a diet based mainly on rice, flesh 
food, and leafy vegetables, with a diet that significantly incorporates peanuts, soybeans, and sweet potatoes, 
sometimes as a substitute for rice. 

The main constraints to these changes are the additional working time required to grow these food products 
and the limited agricultural land available for cultivation. Families prioritise cash crops to increase their 
income. They cannot base their family farming solely on food crops. A balance must be found between what 
is produced to generate income and what is produced for food. 
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The beneficiaries of the intervention expressed a desire to learn more about agroecological farming 
techniques, particularly regarding the development of crop-livestock integration techniques that could 
improve the fertility of food-producing plots and increase the quantity of healthy food produced.  

Besides, some farmers plan to expand their home garden the next year so as to also produce vegetables for 
market sales. The “commodification” of home garden production might bring higher revenues to farmers 
but should ideally not be done at the expense of dietary diversity. The assumption is that the awareness-
raising campaigns that have been carried out will encourage the farmers to keep part of their production for 
their own family consumption. 

“The seeds that we received through the project changed the way we eat compared to last year.” Woman, 
Ban Na.  
 

Difficulties met: 

● Improper cropping calendar (seed distribution happened too late in the year so some plants failed - 
peanuts, etc.). 

● Seed varieties not adapted to the local pedoclimatic context. 
● Necessity to accompany seed distribution with intensive training about sowing and growing 

practices. 

 

Figure 19: Pathway for distribution of seeds and seedlings to achieve desired impacts at scale 
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Trainings on agronomic practices for fruit trees 

It is obviously not possible to assess changes in fruit consumption resulting from the distribution of young 
fruit tree seedlings through the project. The assessment therefore focused instead on maintenance and the 
difficulties encountered by farmers in developing fruit production. The main problems encountered in Ban 
Na are damages caused by animals trampling young trees and eating their leaves, leading to the death of the 
plant. However, agricultural technicians from the district and province responded quickly by providing 
materials to build barriers around the young plants. Farmers also reported paying particular attention to 
maintaining fruit trees on upland plots, especially so that slash-and-burn practices do not damage them. If 
the fruit trees grow well, they plan to plant more and sell the fruits at local markets. 

In Ban Pouseo village, some fruit trees appear to be growing well (mango trees, pomelo trees), while others 
are in poorer conditions. According to the agronomists, members of the research team, soil quality may 
explain this difference. Additional technical assistance would help to better adapt fruit tree varieties not only 
to the climate, but also to the type of soil. 

 
Farmers to farmers exchanges 

 

Farmers-to-farmers exchanges served as a vital mechanism for knowledge transfer, enabling the sharing of 
effective agroecological practices rooted in key principles such as input reduction, soil health, biodiversity 
conservation, and the co-creation of knowledge. These exchanges facilitated direct learning opportunities 
among farmers, allowing them to gain insights into innovative agroecological techniques. As a result, 
participants witnessed an increase in their understanding and implementation of practices that fostered 
sustainable agriculture, ultimately contributing to enhanced soil health and biodiversity within their 
communities. 

For these outcomes to be sustainable, once the project is completed, ongoing technical assistance from PAFO 
and DAFO proved crucial. Their support ensured that farmers not only acquired knowledge but also received 
guidance on how to effectively apply these techniques in their specific contexts. This collaboration aided in 
reinforcing the principles learned, promoting an environment where continuous improvement and 
adaptation of agroecological practices could thrive. 

The expected outcomes of these exchanges included an increase in the production of diverse foods, which 
directly contributed to improved nutrition diversity within the community. As farmers adopted and adapted 
agroecological techniques shared through these exchanges, they diversified their crops, leading to a richer 
dietary intake for their families.  

Nevertheless, certain challenges have to be addressed to fully realise the potential of farmers-to-farmers 
exchanges. Limited land area constrained the ability to expand agroecological plots at the village level, 
making it difficult to scale up these practices. Additionally, time constraints impacted both the development 
and testing of labour-intensive agroecological techniques and the training of other farmers. Addressing these 
difficulties is essential for ensuring that the knowledge gained through these exchanges could be effectively 
disseminated, leading to sustained benefits for the entire community. 
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2.3.3. Impact pathways of the interventions on food consumption and nutrition 
Training for Village Health Volunteers (VHVs) 

The impact pathway for this intervention focuses on empowering Village Health Volunteers (VHVs) to bridge 
the gap between community-level monitoring and clinical health services. By providing technical training, 
the project enables VHVs to identify nutritional deficits early, offer localised dietary recommendations, and 
facilitate timely and costly referrals to health centres. 

The training programme successfully equipped VHVs with the technical competencies required to assess 
child development and provide nutritional guidance. The training focused on: 

● Growth monitoring: VHVs learned to accurately weigh and measure the height of children relative 
to their age to determine nutritional status. 

● Nutritional counselling: VHVs were trained to give basic recommendations on feeding young 
children, particularly on dietary diversification.  

● Identification of severe malnutrition cases: VHVs have acquired the ability to distinguish between 
moderate and severe malnutrition, enabling a two-tiered response that allows severe malnutrition 
cases to be referred as quickly as possible to the nearest district hospital or health centre. 

The pathway from training to action was operationalised through regular community-based screenings. 
Using scales and height measuring devices, the project team enabled VHVs to carry out monitoring in 
accordance with the assigned standards directly in the target villages. VHVs have established a monthly 
monitoring schedule. Despite challenges, they consistently check approximately 13–14 children per session. 
The first monitoring revealed significant nutritional challenges, with approximately 50% of children identified 
as stunted (15 out of 32 in Ban Pouseo; 14 out of 24 in Ban Na).  

“All the knowledge I have gained through the project is very useful for me and for the people in our village, 
because I know how to measure children's weight and height and record their measurements and age, which 
allows us to know which children are malnourished or below nutritional standards” VHV, Ban Pouseo 

The presence of trained referents has created a localised support system, though it also highlights the anxiety 
that parents feel regarding their children's health. VHVs report a high sense of utility in being able to identify 
children who were stunted, allowing for immediate intervention. While parents are eager for solutions, their 
reactions often reveal a reliance on clinical solutions, such as medicine, highlighting the need for continued 
education on the role of diet in growth. 

“If I notice that some children are malnourished but not seriously so, I will suggest to their parents that they 
increase the amount of food they give them and provide them with a wider variety of foods.” VHV, Ban Na 

“What should I do? What medicine should I buy?” Mother of a stunted child, Ban Na 

Creation of collaborative posters on food diversity and nutrition 
This intervention used a participatory approach to develop communication materials (specifically posters 
and videos) designed to raise awareness about food diversity and malnutrition through creative social 
engagement. Nine people (four men and five women) in Ban Na and seven in Ban Pouseo (one man) have 
participated in the workshops. 

The process of creating collaborative posters and videos served as a powerful tool for reinforcing nutritional 
knowledge. Participants moved beyond passive learning to active communication of key health messages 
regarding:  

● malnutrition prevention: participants identified the importance of dietary diversity (they included 
beans, pumpkin, eggs, and vegetables in the meal preparation) to combat child malnutrition; 
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● unhealthy food awareness: a specific focus was placed on the negative health impacts of the 
consumption of ultra-processed food for young children (candies, sodas, cakes, crisps, etc.); 

● adult nutrition: the workshops also broadened the understanding of dietary needs for adults, 
emphasising a wide variety of proteins and vegetables. 

“We made a video and posters about child nutrition and malnutrition to explain to other villagers the 
consequences of excessive consumption of sweets and sugar in children.” Mother in Ban Pouseo 

“Excessive consumption of sweets can lead to stomach aches and toothache”. Mother in Ban Pouseo 

“Now I feel reluctant to supply candies.” Shop owner, Naseo hamlet. 

In addition, the collaborative nature of the workshops fostered a convivial atmosphere that broke social 
barriers and encouraged community dialogue. The activity allowed the community members to discuss 
topics such as nutrition and childcare that had previously not been part of their social discourse. Participants 
began acting as nutrition advocates within their own communities. 

“We explained to our neighbours that they could cook rice with pumpkin, vegetables, eggs, salt, oil and other 
ingredients.” Mother in Ban Pouseo  

The impact pathway demonstrates a direct link between the creation of these visual materials and changes 
in household cooking habits. Regarding dietary diversification, families reported increasing the variety of 
ingredients in their daily meals.  Specific adjustments to improve dietary intake included the addition of 
healthy fats and proteins to children's meals. 

“After the workshop, we added fish and meat to the menu... Then we added taro and oil to the children's 
meals.” Mother in Ban Pouseo 

Using social media for scaling-out  
The intervention established a foundation for wider dissemination of social behaviour changes among 
families in the target villages through social media. Participants in both villages expressed a strong desire to 
make and share the videos and photos on Facebook and TikTok to reach relatives and other parents. 

“In the future, we will use the photos and videos to share them on Facebook so that parents of young children 
can watch, discover and learn together.” Mother Ban Pouseo 

Cooking workshops for recipes suitable for young children 

The impact pathway of this intervention focuses on transforming nutritional knowledge into behavioural 
changes in meal preparation and the introduction of fruit, vegetables and pulses into the diets of young 
children, supported by the provision of appropriate cooking utensils and simple recipes adapted to local 
conditions. 

The project successfully mobilised women (mothers and grand-mothers) and their young children (under 6) 
in the target villages, with attendance ranging from all households in Ban Na (22 households) to up to 30 
participants per session in Ban Pouseo. Participants reported learning new techniques for preparing nutrient-
dense meals, specifically mashing ingredients like pumpkins, black beans, soybeans, and bananas. For 
example, during the focus groups in Ban Na, participants reported that they used the recipes they had learnt 
several times to make porridges and mashes. Salt has been added to ensure better acceptance of the new 
meals by the children. There is an increased understanding that children over six months old require mashed 
ingredients to facilitate easier consumption and digestion. 

Before the NSAE project intervention, the community members thought that mixing beans and pumpkin 
would have adverse effects on children's health. Now, they mix them and adapt the recipe. For children over 
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18 months old, they prefer not to mash the food, as older children do not like it when it is too liquid; they 
prefer larger pieces. For babies, they mix and mash the food. In addition, families prepare sweets using a 
mill: they mix ground soybeans and rice, then add sugar and boil the paste in banana leaves. New recipes 
have been tested: mothers learned to move beyond plain rice by incorporating proteins (eggs, meat) and 
vegetables into "Khao Piak" (wet rice soup) or vegetable mashes. The cooking workshops have led to high 
levels of satisfaction based on the children’s reactions and perceived health outcomes. Mothers consistently 
reported that their children really like the new recipes, particularly the mashed pumpkin with egg or sugar 
and the Khao piak with meat.  

“Thanks to the workshop organised as part of the project, I learned how to cook purée pumpkins to feed my 
children. They love it.” Mother in Ban Pouseo 

“I mash pumpkins with the rice to feed the children when they were at least 6-month-old. I did this 4-5 times 
a day to feed my children.” Mother in Ban Na 

“I learnt how to mash the black bean, mash the vegetable, mash the banana for feeding the children.” Mother 
in Ban Na 

“I learned during the workshop... how to cook and mash pumpkin to feed my children. They love it.” Mother 
in Ban Na  

“After the cooking class, I mashed soybeans and prepared Khao piak with eggs to feed my children. When a 
child is over 6 months old, all ingredients must be mashed to make them easier to eat.” Mother in Ban Na. 

The cooking workshop participants believe these recipes make their children stronger, support faster 
growth, and contribute to good brain development and memory. This positive reinforcement is a key driver 
for continued adoption of the cooking practices. 

“The recipes seem suitable for our children and beneficial to their health, as they combine many ingredients 
mixed. They enable our children to eat easily, grow quickly and have a good memory at school.” Mother in 
Ban Pouseo  

The pathway from learning to practice was strengthened by the distribution of simple kitchen equipment. In 
particular, the distribution of strainers has been a critical catalyst for behavioural change. Participants in 
both villages reported using these tools daily to prepare vegetable and fruit purées (papaya, banana, 
pumpkin). Some mothers have integrated these recipes into a high-frequency feeding schedule, with reports 
of preparing mashed pumpkin and rice up to 4-5 times per day. 

“We used it [the strainer] to mash rice and pumpkin or other ingredients for our children every day.” Mother 
in Ban Pouseo. 

While the workshops were well-received, certain factors limit the consistent adoption of all recommended 
recipes. First, a significant barrier is the heavy workload in the rice fields. Many mothers noted that while 
the recipes are easy, they are perceived as time-consuming to prepare alongside demanding agricultural 
schedules. Second, while staples like pumpkin, sweet potatoes, and long beans are easily accessible, other 
recommended ingredients such as black beans, carrots, and tomatoes are often difficult to find locally or 
require traveling to distant markets. 

“The recipes aren't that difficult, but they take too much time, because we are so busy working in the rice 
fields that we don't have time to cook.” Mother in Ban Na 

“We can't find all the ingredients recommended by the project in our region. We are so busy with our 
agricultural work.” Mother in Ban Na 
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2.3.4. Impact pathways of the interventions on food supply and processing 

Improving and fostering food processing and storing 

Before the interventions implemented by the NSAE project, the millstone in the village of Ban Na had been 
abandoned for some time. It was only used occasionally for animal feed, given the lack of maintenance. Its 
restoration has led families to use it to process food for human consumption, particularly to produce tofu 
and other soy by-products, following training provided by the NSAE project team. The millstone is also used 
to grind sweet corn, which families steam in banana leaves, and to produce rice flour for babies used when 
mothers have no milk. Since its restoration, the millstone has been used daily, to mill products both for 
animal feed and human consumption. Rules for using the millstone have been established. For example, 
people using it must clean it after use.  

Participants are requesting that the project be continued to complete certain interventions on processing 
that they consider relevant, particularly with regard to food drying, storage and preservation techniques, so 
that they can maintain a healthy and diverse food supply over a longer period. 

Setting up collective purchase groups at village level and introducing healthy foods in local shops 

In Ban Na, long bean, cabbage, peanut, mango, pear, apple and longan have been provided by PAFO to build 
up the cooperative's stock. The stock was sold out in 2 days. Apple, logan and long bean are the most 
favourite food items bought by the families. According to the respondents, the main benefit of the 
cooperative is the easy access to healthy food at a cheap price.  

However, participants in the focus group in Ban Na believe that if the products are no longer provided by 
PAFO or other entities, the cooperative will likely cease to function, as the cost of the healthy products 
targeted by the project remains prohibitive and families will be reluctant to commit to purchasing products 
in advance.  

Yet the purchasing group and the availability of subsidised healthy food products in local shops has raised 
awareness of the need to diversify purchases. Families reported that they now buy products at the market 
that they never used to buy, such as soybeans. Moreover, they said they buy several types of fruit and 
vegetables when they go to the market, whereas previously they concentrated their purchases on one or 
two products only. They also plan to place orders to anyone who goes to the market to buy healthy food 
items for them.  

As there is presently no outlet selling food items in Ban Na, collective purchases have promoted among the 
community the idea to establish a physical shop soon, even though no action plan for this purpose has been 
established yet. 

The healthy food items purchased at the cooperative of Ban Na were consumed as follows: cabbages, 
pumpkins, and carrots were boiled and eaten in soups. The peanuts were boiled and eaten as a snack. The 
fruits were eaten fresh by the children very soon after purchase. The soybeans were kept at home and then 
processed using the village’s mill to make tofu.  

In Naseo cluster (Pouseo village), all the products provided by PAFO (mango, orange, longan, apple, and long 
bean) in the local shop, have been sold in 5 days. Families who at first did not enrol in the programme ended 
up buying these foods in the shop. Supplying fresh foods during the rainy season, when they cannot grow 
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much, is seen as a great opportunity to diversify diets. It contributed to change purchase practices among 
the community. In Buaknam cluster, families reported that the NSAE project led them to increase their 
purchase of apples, pears, longans, and long beans, which helped to diversify the diet.  

“When we go to the market, we buy products like soybeans. We never bought soybeans before the project”, 
men in Ban Na said during the focus group.  

“Now, we know that fruits are good for the kids so we buy some at the weekly market and keep them in the 
fridge for a few days.” Woman in Pouseo village. 

However, the same issues as in Ban Na have been raised: without continuous external support, the local 
community will not be incentivised to purchase healthy foods. Besides, the users of the purchase group also 
mentioned that they would like to improve the availability and accessibility of foods that have not been 
targeted by the project, namely eggs, pork, fish, cabbage, green beans, potatoes, cauliflower, mustard leaves 
(choi sum, etc.), onions, sweet corn, etc. - in other words, the ingredients that they cook on a daily basis.  
 

Figure 20: Pathway for the creation of a subsidised collective purchase group to achieve desired impacts 
at scale 

 
 

 

 

3. Conclusion  

This report highlights the potential of nutrition-sensitive agroecology approaches to improve dietary 
diversity among rural populations in Lao PDR, particularly for women and young children. Drawing on a 
mixed-methods approach that combines quantitative and qualitative surveys, and participatory action 
research, the NSAE research study shows that constraints to dietary diversity are multidimensional, spanning 
production limitations (e.g. water access, agronomic knowledge, seasonality), barriers to food access (e.g. 
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market distance, affordability), and socio-cultural factors shaping consumption practices (e.g. knowledge 
gaps, time constraints, and childcare practices). 

The study highlights the central role of participatory approaches in shaping intervention relevance, 
community engagement and acquisition of knowledge, and the development of locally grounded and 
sustainable solutions. Methods such as Photovoice enabled beneficiaries to articulate their own constraints 
and priorities, thereby fostering ownership and enhancing the likelihood of behavioural change. The results 
demonstrate that the co-design and implementation of nutrition-sensitive agroecology interventions across 
multiple domains - agricultural production, food processing and supply, and nutrition education - can 
generate mutually reinforcing effects. 

Given the relatively short duration of the study, the participatory impact pathway analysis primarily capture 
intermediate outcomes, including improved knowledge and awareness of nutrition among community 
members, increased availability and diversity of locally produced foods, enhanced technical skills in 
agroecological practices and food processing, changes in food preparation and feeding practices for young 
children and farmers’ and women’s empowerment (through Photovoice, poster creation, theatre forum, and 
training for health volunteers). The findings of the NSAE study demonstrate that meaningful changes in 
knowledge, practices, and behaviours can be initiated even within a relatively short timeframe. 

However, although the analysis reveals numerous pathways for positive impacts, some findings indicate 
incremental behavioural changes, which do not suggest a structural change in food consumption. Other 
more convincing findings show a noticeable change in behaviour -e.g. purchasing more fruits and vegetables, 
introducing diverse foods in children’s diets, but this may simply be the result of an immediate follow-up 
effect of the intervention reported by the beneficiaries, with no guarantee that this change will continue in 
the medium or even short term. 

Thus, this study also has a number of limitations and challenges that should be noted. First, the short 
duration of the project limited the monitoring of the interventions and constrains the evaluation to early-
stage outcomes, without the possibility of assessing longer-term impacts on dietary diversity or nutritional 
status. Second, the persistence of structural barriers - such as limited financial resources, competing labour 
demands, technical constraints, and partial market integration - may limit the sustainability and scalability 
of the observed changes. Third, variations in adoption across communities point to the importance of local 
contextual factors, including social organisation, and access to extension services. 

These limitations point to the need for a medium-term follow-up of nutrition sensitive agriculture 
interventions as well as a robust evaluation over a longer period, combining both qualitative and quantitative 
approaches to better understand change trajectories and scaling conditions. They also underline the role of 
institutions and public policies in supporting the wider adoption of nutrition-sensitive agroecological 
interventions. 

In conclusion, this study contributes to a better understanding of the mechanisms through which integrated, 
context-specific interventions based on agroecological principles can improve nutrition in rural contexts. It 
provides a conceptual and operational framework for the design of future interventions aiming to link 
agroecological principles and nutrition outcomes.  
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Annex 1. Posters presenting some results of the quantitative survey on dietary diversity 
in the target villages 

Posters on minimum dietary diversity score for women and children 6-23 months, and health risks 
associated with micronutrient deficiencies (Naseo hamlet, Lao and English version) 
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Posters on Food groups consumed in English language (Naseo hamlet) and Lao language (Ban Na village): 
food group consumed in sufficient quantities (green), not consumed in sufficient quantities (orange), and 
consumed in excess (red).  
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Annex 2. Support to discuss the interventions during the participatory 
workshops on interventions  
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Annex 3. Examples of technical sheets produced, used and disseminated 
by the NSAE project team for technical assistance on fruit trees pruning, 
pest and diseases control  
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Annex 4. Posters designed by the community to convey understandable 
messages on food diversity and nutrition issues. 
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Annex 5. Matrix for an evaluation of interventions and mapping of impact 
pathways  
 

    Data collected 

N Name of the 
intervention 

Sub- 
intervention 

Village Description of 
the 
implementatio
n 

Collective 
action 

Outcomes and 
long-term 
evolution 

1 Agroecological 
Demo plots 

Training on 
agroecological 
techniques  
Technical 
assistance to 
farmers 
PAFO support for 
seed provision 
 

Ban Na 
Pouseo 

 - surface 
- types of species 
panted 
- number of 
plants / kg of 
seeds for each 
species 
- harvesting 
calendar for each 
species 
- expected 
quantities 
produced for 
each species 

 - number of 
villagers involved 
in planting, 
sowing, 
weeding… 
- decision-making 
process about 
labour (planting, 
weeding, 
harvesting…) 
- ownership of 
and access to the 
land 
- rules to use the 
land 
- rules for the 
distribution of the 
products 
harvested 

 - post harvest: 
use of the product 
harvested (direct 
consumption, 
collective meals, 
storage, process, 
% of seeds 
collection...) 
- future use of the 
land: Same use as 
previously, or 
adaptation by 
changing the type 
of product, or by 
reducing/increasi
ng the surface 
area or number of 
plants for some 
products? If 
adaptation, which 
products are 
affected by the 
changes?   
- scaling ? 
replicable in other 
collective or 
private plots, 
uplands, etc.? 
- plan of action for 
the next harvest 
on this plot 
(resources for 
seeds, labour, 
etc.) 

2 Water 
distribution 
system 

 Technical 
assistance for 
water governance  
PAFO support for 
construction 
material and 
technical 
assistance to set 
the water 
distribution 
network  

Ban Na 
Buaknam 
Naseo 

-water 
governance 
system  
- people in charge 
of managing the 
system 
- present use 

 - rules for the use 
of water (limited 
volume / HH? In 
case of water 
shortage? Rules 
to avoid water 
abuse and loss…) 
- responsibilities 
and resources for 
maintenance 

 - number of 
villagers 
(Households) 
benefitting 
 - estimation of 
the number of 
hectares irrigated 
- type of crops 
irrigated 
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N Name of the 
intervention 

Sub- 
intervention 

Village Description of 
the 
implementatio
n 

Collective 
action 

Outcomes and 
long-term 
evolution 

3 Purchase 
 cooperative 

 Workshops to 
establish the 
purchasing 
groups, 
including 
voucher system 
PAFO support 
to provide 
heathy food 
 

Ban Na 
Phou Seo 

 - quantity and 
type of 
products 
supplied (cf 
follow up table) 
- number of 
households 
who purchased 
from the 
cooperative 
- total financial 
contribution by 
households 

 - rules and 
responsibilities 
for the 
operation of 
the cooperative 
- knowledge, 
acceptance, 
negotiation of 
rules by 
households 
- filling of the 
table by the 
manager 
- difficulties met  

 - plans for 
sustained 
operation of 
the cooperative 
(resources, 
fundings, roles, 
etc.) 
- calendar for 
future actions 
- behavioural 
changes 
regarding 
healthy foods 
- If they intend 
to stop this 
intervention: 
main reasons? 

4.1 Processing Technical 
training on food 
processing 
PAFO 
intervention to 
upgrade the 
milling machine 

Ban Na  - frequency of 
use by 
households 
after the 
intervention 
(upgrading) 
- Type of 
product dried 
- types of use 
(grains milled, 
etc.) 
- Estimation of 
quantities 
(Volume/week/
month)?  

 - rules and 
resources for 
use (cleaning, 
maintenance, 
etc.) 
- persons in 
charge of 
supervision 

 - variation in 
frequency since 
upgrading 
(before/after) 
 - If no change in 
the frequency 
of use 
(before/after): 
why? 
- future uses of 
the mill 
- variations in 
the types of 
uses 
- future uses of 
the mill 

4.2 Processing Training on 
drying 
 

Ban Na 
Phou Seo 

 - type of 
trainings on 
processing 
- skills acquired 
by villagers 
- equipment 
provided? 
- Type of 
product dried 
- Quantities / 
month/ year 
(expected)? 
- Storage? 
(storage 
conditions -? 
During how 
many months?) 

 - rules, 
responsibilities 
and resources 
to use and 
maintain the 
dryers 

 - more 
intensive use 
planned? 
(Increase in the 
number of 
products? 
Increase in 
frequency of 
use? Increase in 
the number of 
households 
using the 
device?) 
 - changes in 
practices after 
training  
- difficulties in 
changing 
practices and 
reasons why 
(time, 
resources, 
habit…) 
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N Name of the 
intervention 

Sub- 
intervention 

Village Description of the 
implementation 

Collective action Outcomes and long-
term evolution 

5 Fruit trees 
diseases 
treatment and 
pruning  

 Technical 
sheets ; 
trainings  

Ban Na 
Buakn
am 
Na Seo 

Technical training - How many people took 
part? 
Do you intend to share 
what you have learnt 
with other people who 
could not attend the 
training? 

What did you learn? 
Did you apply to 
 other trees after the 
training? How many 
trees? If not, do you 
intend to apply?  

6 Study tour  Farmers to 
farmers 
meeting, 
farms’ visits  

Ban Na 
Buakn
am 
Na Seo 

Farmers to farmers 
 exchange of knowledge 

- How many people took 
part? 

What did you learn? 
Did you apply the 
knowledge shared to 
 your own plot after 
the field trip? If not, 
do you intend to 
apply?  

7 Nutrition 
awareness 
 

 Posters, 
cooking 
classes, 
volunteer 
training 

Ban Na 
Buakn
am 
Na Seo 

Participatory workshops 
to develop posters and 
videos for social media, 
based on existing 
communication and 
awareness-raising 
materials (Ministry of 
Health, WFP, SUN) 

- How many people took 
part? How many 
mothers? How many 
men? 
- How many people 
were present during the 
poster and video 
presentations? (men 
and women) 
- Did you learn anything 
about nutrition for 
young children? 
- If so, what information 
was most useful to you? 
- Did you learn anything 
about nutrition for 
adults? 
- If so, what information 
was most useful to you? 
- Did you find the 
workshop fun/creative? 
- Did you find the 
workshop suited to your 
information needs? 
Did the workshop bring 
you any other positive 
things? 
- Was there anything you 
didn't like about the 
workshop? 

- Did you share the 
videos on Facebook? 
On TikTok? 
- If so, who did you 
share the videos 
with? (family, 
friends, how many 
people) 
- If so, how many 
views did you get? 
How many “likes”? 
Did you get any 
feedback (via 
message or 
directly)?- Have you 
made any changes to 
your diet or, more 
generally, to your 
habits since the 
workshop? 
- Did the workshop 
allow you to talk with 
other participants 
(friends, neighbours, 
etc.) about topics 
you had never 
discussed before, 
such as food, 
nutrition or caring for 
young children? 
- Have you discussed 
the workshop and 
the information you 
learned about food, 
nutrition or caring for 
young children with 
others (family, 
friends, neighbours, 
etc.)? 
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N Name of the 
intervention 

Sub- 
intervention 

Village Description of the 
implementation 

Collective action Outcomes and long-
term evolution 

8 Recipes for kids  Workshops Ban Na 
Buakn
am 
Na Seo 

Cooking workshops 
featuring recipes for 
young children, mainly 
vegetable purées and fruit 
compotes, which are 
simple and quick to 
prepare and made from 
locally available and/or 
accessible foods. 

- How many people took 
part? How many 
mothers? How many 
grandmothers? How 
many children? 
- Did your child like the 
recipes? Which ones in 
particular? The 
vegetable mash? Which 
vegetables? The 
compotes? 
- Did you learn anything? 
If so, what? 
- Are the ingredients 
used in the recipes 
available and accessible 
to you? 
- Do the recipes seem 
easy to make? 
- Do the recipes seem 
quick to make? 
- Do the recipes seem 
suitable for children's 
nutritional/health 
needs? 
- Do the recipes seem 
suitable for children's 
tastes? 
- Do you have any other 
feedback on the recipes 
or cooking workshops: 
positive or negative? 

- Have you tried any 
of the recipes since 
the workshops? 
Which ones? 
- Have you used the 
strainer since the 
workshops to make 
vegetable mash or 
fruit compote? 
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N Name of the 
intervention 

Sub- 
intervention 

Village Description of the 
implementation 

Collective action Outcomes and long-
term evolution 

9 Nutrition relays 
/referents 

Trainings Ban Na 
Buakn
am 
Na Seo 

Training of village health 
volunteers and staff at the 
nearest health centre on 
basic nutrition 
information and good 
practices for monitoring 
malnutrition (stunting, 
wasting), including the 
provision of measuring 
tapes and scales. 

- How many people have 
been trained in 
monitoring the 
nutritional status of 
young children? 
-Who (village 
chief/health 
volunteer/PAFO/health 
centre staff, etc.)? 
- How many children's 
nutritional status was 
monitored? How often? 
- How many children 
were identified as 
stunted? Wasted? 
 
- When your children 
were born, would you 
have liked to be able to 
weigh and measure 
them in the village every 
week to monitor their 
health/nutrition? 
- Would you have liked to 
be able to weigh and 
measure your children in 
the village regularly 
(once a month) to 
monitor their 
health/nutrition? 

- Since the training, 
have you (trained 
people: health 
volunteer, etc.) 
monitored the 
nutritional status of 
other children? 
- For parents: if your 
child has been 
identified as 
stunted/wasted, 
- Have you visited the 
health centre? 
- Have you changed 
their diet? 
- Have you changed 
any other feeding or 
care practices? 
 
- If this is possible in 
the village, will you 
weigh and measure 
your child(ren) 
regularly to monitor 
their 
health/nutrition? 
- How often: Only if 
you see that they are 
ill? Or regularly? 
Once a month? Every 
three months? Every 
six months? 
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