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CALL FOR PROPOSALS

Rapid Evidence Review: Agriculture and Food
Systems for Nutrition — An Updated Synthesis of the
Global Evidence Base

1. Programme summary

The Global Research and Technology Development (GRTD) Research Commissioning Centre
(RCC) has been established to effectively commission and manage research on behalf of the
Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office (FCDO) Research and Analysis Directorate to
enhance the impact of FCDO'’s research addressing global challenges.

Led by the International Initiative for Impact Evaluation (3ie), the University of Birmingham, and
a consortium of UK and global research partners, the RCC aims to commission different types
of high-quality research in FCDO'’s key priority areas. All FCDO-funded research and
development (R&D) investments commissioned by the RCC will be implemented using rigorous
and robust research methodologies and quality standards.

For this work, the RCC is working with the FCDO team responsible for the Strategic Partnership
on Agriculture and Food Systems for Nutrition.

2. Description of research to be commissioned

Research title: Rapid Evidence Review: Agriculture, Food Systems and Nutrition
— An Updated Synthesis of the Global Evidence Base.

This call invites proposals to deliver a rapid, publishable evidence review that updates the global
evidence base on the links between agriculture, food systems and nutrition since the last major
review in 2018* (Ruel et al, 2018). The review will be a standalone synthesis of the wider sector,
organised around the programme’s three outcome areas:

1. increasing consumption of nutritious foods (Output 1);
2. tackling foodborne disease (Output 2); and
3. scaling the impact of nutritious food systems data and interventions (Output 3).

The review will focus on literature across low- and middle-income countries (LMICs).

3. Background

1 Ruel, Marie T., Agnes R. Quisumbing, and Balagamwala, M. (2018) ‘Nutrition-sensitive
agriculture: what have we learned so far?’, Global Food Security, 17, pp. 128-153.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.9fs.2018.01.002
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Undernutrition remains one of the most persistent global development challenges, with its
impacts amplified by the combined pressures of Covid-19, climate change and conflict. On
current trends, around 582 million people are projected to be chronically undernourished by
2030, more than half of them in Africa.? In 2022, an estimated 2.4 billion people experienced
moderate or severe food insecurity, of whom around 900 million faced severe food insecurity.3
These burdens fall disproportionately on women and rural populations. The affordability of
healthy diets remains a critical barrier: about 2.83 billion people — some 35 per cent of the
global population — were unable to afford a healthy diet in 2022.4 At the same time, overweight
and obesity are rising sharply, contributing to growing rates of non-communicable diseases
such as cardiovascular disease, type |l diabetes and cancer. Food safety presents a further
challenge: each year more than 600 million people fall ill and an estimated 420,000 die from
consuming contaminated food, with foodborne hazards responsible for more than 200 acute and
chronic diseases.® In economic terms, the cost of undernutrition is profound, estimated to
reduce GDP by as much as 16.5 percent in Africa and 11 percent in Asia, and to lower affected
individuals’ lifetime earnings by more than 10 percent.®

Agriculture and food systems — encompassing the production, marketing, transformation and
consumption of food — are central to both the causes and the solutions of malnutrition.
Agriculture shapes nutrition through food availability and household income, but it also presents
risks. Zoonotic and foodborne diseases, heavy workloads for women that reduce time for
childcare and feeding, and environmental impacts on climate, water, air quality and biodiversity
all influence nutritional outcomes. As global food systems evolve under demographic,
environmental and market pressures, the need for research that links agriculture, health and
nutrition has never been more urgent.

Against this backdrop, FCDO and the Gates Foundation have established a major strategic
research partnership focused on agriculture and food systems for nutrition. The programme
aims to:

e enhance the nutritional impact of agricultural interventions for poor and
vulnerable populations;

e improve food safety and reduce the burden of foodborne disease in LMICs; and

2FAQ, IFAD, UNICEF, WFP and WHO (2024) The State of Food Security and Nutrition in the
World 2024. Rome: FAO.

3FAO, IFAD, UNICEF, WFP and WHO (2023) The State of Food Security and Nutrition in the
World 2023. Rome: FAO.

4FAO et al. (2024) The State of Food Security and Nutrition in the World 2024 (full citation in
footnote 2).

SWorld Health Organization (2015) WHO Estimates of the Global Burden of Foodborne
Diseases. Geneva: WHO; World Health Organization (2024) ‘Food Safety’ fact sheet. Geneva:
WHO.

SInternational Food Policy Research Institute (2016) Global Nutrition Report 2016. Washington,
DC: IFPRI, 2016; World Bank (2006) Repositioning Nutrition as Central to Development.
Washington, DC: World Bank.



e promote healthier, safer and more nutritious food choices among low-income consumers
in LMICs, particularly in the context of climate change and rapidly transforming food
systems. A key priority is improving the food and nutrition security of children under five
and pregnant and breastfeeding women.

The evidence base underpinning this agenda has expanded substantially in recent years. The
most recent comprehensive rapid review of the agriculture—nutrition—health evidence base dates
to 2018.7 Since then, new trials and observational evidence on fruit and vegetable promotion,
food safety interventions in informal markets, nutrition-sensitive value chain programming, and
the affordability of healthy diets have accumulated rapidly. An updated synthesis is needed to
establish the current state of knowledge, identify what works and for whom, and surface the
most significant remaining gaps — providing a sound, publishable reference point for
researchers, funders and policymakers working across agriculture, food systems and nutrition.

Note:

This review is one of two coordinated, standalone pieces of work commissioned under the
programme. It is a synthesis of evidence from the wider sector and does not assess the
contribution of any specific funder or grant portfolio; the assessment of how the programme
itself has contributed to the evidence base is the subject of a companion Programme Synthesis
(Impact and Learning) commission. The RCC will coordinate the two pieces so that the outputs
of this review can inform the companion work.

4. Research need

With the last comprehensive rapid review dating to 2018, there is no current, consolidated
picture of the agriculture—nutrition—health evidence base in LMICs. In the intervening years, the
field has grown considerably in volume and diversity, and decision-makers lack an up-to-date
map of where the evidence is strong, where it is thin and where investment has yet to translate
into robust knowledge. An updated synthesis is required both as a public good for the sector
and to provide essential context for the programme’s completion.

This commission, therefore, needs an applicant able to deliver a rigorous, transparent and
timely synthesis of a large and growing literature. The core need is a focused, methodologically
sound rapid review that takes the 2018 review as a baseline, updates it to the present, and is
structured around the programme’s three outcome areas — increasing consumption of
nutritious foods, particularly fruits and vegetables (Output 1); tackling foodborne disease (Output
2); and scaling impact of nutritious food systems data and interventions, including nutrition-
sensitive agriculture and value-chain interventions, food systems data and the affordability of
healthy diets (Output 3). The review must be of publishable quality and suitable for open
dissemination. The review should focus on literature from LMICs.

Given the volume of literature, the central methodological challenge is managing scale without
sacrificing rigour. Applicants will need a credible strategy — for example, a tightly scoped rapid

’Ruel et al. (full citation in footnote 1)



review supported by machine-learning-assisted screening and extraction — to deliver a high-
quality synthesis within a short timeframe.

5. Research questions and approach

Key research questions

# Research question

RQ1 What is the current state of global evidence on the links between agriculture, food
systems and nutrition outcomes, and how has it evolved since 20187

RQ2 Across the three outcome areas (increasing consumption of nutritious foods; foodborne
disease; nutritious food systems data and interventions), what does the evidence show
works, for whom, and in what contexts?

RQ3 Where are the most significant remaining evidence gaps, and what are the implications
for future research and investment?

Suggested approaches and methodologies

The supplier should produce an updated rapid review of the agriculture—nutrition—health
evidence, taking the 2018 review as its starting point. The approach should include systematic
searching across academic databases and grey literature, screening against pre-registered
inclusion criteria, and coding by intervention type, outcome domain, study design, geography
and population. The review framework should be structured around the programme’s three
outcome areas. Where evidence density permits, narrative synthesis of key domains should
accompany the evidence map.

Applicants are encouraged to propose machine-learning-assisted screening and extraction tools
to efficiently manage the volume of literature. Where such tools are used, proposals should set
out appropriate safeguards — a documented and pre-registered protocol, transparent reporting
of model use, human validation of screening and extraction decisions, and attention to research
ethics and reproducibility.

Key design considerations

e Scope management. The agriculture—nutrition—health field has grown substantially since
2018. Proposals should demonstrate a credible strategy for managing search volume
while maintaining rigour — for example, a focused, rapid review rather than a full
systematic review, and/or Al-assisted screening and extraction with safeguards.

e Protocol and transparency. A pre-registered protocol and transparent, reproducible
methods are expected, given the intention to publish the review.

e Publication. This review is intended for publication; outputs should be prepared to a
publishable, open-access standard.

e Coordination with the companion commission. The review is standalone, but its
outputs will inform a companion Programme Synthesis (Impact and Learning)
commission. The RCC will coordinate touchpoints between the two teams. The



relationship is one-directional: this review informs the companion work and does not
assess the programme’s own portfolio.

Possible challenges and risks

Risk Impact Mitigation

Volume of literature Screening and coding timeline Tightly scoped synthesis
overruns, risking the delivery protocol; machine-learning-
deadline. assisted screening; prioritisation

of the intervention—outcome
cells most relevant to the
programme.

Maintaining rigour at speed Rapid methods may reduce Pre-registered protocol;
transparency or reproducibility. documented Al use; human
validation of decisions; clear
reporting standards.

Grey literature access Important non-indexed evidence Targeted grey-literature
may be missed. searching and engagement with
the commissioning team for
known sources.

6. Deliverables and timeline

The project duration will be approximately 5 months from the issuance of the contract and will
conclude by February 2027, subject to satisfactory completion. The schedule should allow the
review’s outputs to inform the companion Programme Synthesis commission and the
Programme Completion Review (PCR).

Table 1: Indicative deliverables schedule

Deliverable / milestone Timeline (from
contract)
Inception report and pre-registered review Within 4 weeks

protocol, Stakeholder Engagement and
Evidence Plan (SEEP) — RCC template

Draft rapid review and evidence map for Within 14 weeks
comment

Final publishable rapid review report, underlying ~ Within 20 weeks (by
datasets, Stakeholder Engagement and February 2027)
Evidence Report (SEER) — RCC template

7. Preferred expertise and skills of the team

We welcome bids from any organisation(s) able to deliver against the FCDO'’s scope of work
and encourage applications from groups of individuals or partners bringing their skills together.
We are looking for:



Demonstrated expertise in systematic reviews and evidence synthesis methodologies,
including rapid review approaches.

Experience using machine-learning-assisted screening and extraction tools, with
appropriate quality and ethics safeguards.

Subject-matter knowledge of agriculture, food systems, nutrition and food safety in LMIC
contexts.

A track record of producing publishable, peer-reviewed evidence syntheses.

Strong project management and the ability to deliver high-quality outputs to a short
timeline.

8. Estimated budget
The estimated budget limit of the project is £85,000 (inclusive of VAT and other charges).

Payments will be made in tranches linked to agreed deliverables, as set out in the
contract and deliverable and disbursement schedule. Progression between tranches will
be subject to the RCC’s approval of deliverables and associated Financial Utilisation
Statements (FUS), evidencing eligible expenditure against the approved budget.

All costs must comply with the RCC’s budgeting and financial management guidance,
including requirements on cost eligibility, value for money (VfM), and supporting
documentation.

Budget management remains the responsibility of the Lead Organisation. Any material
changes to budget allocations or technical scope (virement) must be agreed in advance
with the RCC. As a general principle, variations of 10% or more at the overall or line-item
level require RCC approval prior to being incurred

Engagement arrangements, including reporting, financial management, and risk
oversight, will be agreed during contracting and refined during the inception phase. This
will typically include regular touchpoints with the RCC covering delivery progress, financial
performance, and emerging risks.

All funded activities must demonstrate clear Value for Money, ensuring that resources are
used efficiently, proportionately, and in direct support of agreed objectives.

9. Eligibility
This call is open to legally registered organisations with the capacity to deliver high-quality

research. Applications may be submitted by individual organisations or consortia. Applications
from individuals are not eligible.

The call is open globally. The RCC strongly encourages applications from organisations
based in, or partnering with institutions in, LMICs, in line with its commitment to equitable
research partnerships.

Consortia are permitted and should reflect clear and complementary roles between the
Lead Organisation (Tier 2) and any downstream partners (Tier 3). The Lead Organisation



will be responsible for overall delivery, financial management, and compliance with RCC
requirements.

» All applicants must be able to meet RCC requirements on financial management,
procurement, reporting, and audit, including the provision of supporting documentation
and adherence to cost eligibility rules.

« This call may run alongside other related or companion calls under the same programme.
Applicants may submit proposals to multiple calls and may be awarded more than one
contract, subject to proposals meeting the required quality and value-for-money
standards.

« Any conflicts of interest must be declared at the application stage. The RCC will manage
conflicts in accordance with its established procedures, including appropriate mitigation
measures and independent oversight of the assessment process.

10. Page limits and criteria for selection

The proposals will be appraised based on the criteria summarised in the table below. The
FCDO claims the rights to use the results and the deliverables of the research project. The
selected team must ensure the confidentiality of information and anonymity of research
participants. CVs should not exceed two pages per applicant.

Table 2: Criteria for selection

# Criterion Description Max.
score
1 Understanding of Call for The extent to which the application reflects the Call for 20
Proposals Proposals. The application shall address key aspects of

the project’s objectives, directly address the issue to be
solved, and adopt a critical approach to the question.

2 Methodological approach ~ The overall quality of the methodological approach. This 20
and academic rigour includes the logical and theoretical coherence of the
proposal, the design, the proposed methods and
technical instruments, innovative components of the
research, and stakeholders’ engagement (see Section 7).

3 Proposed team The overall quality of the proposed team against the 15
required expertise (see Section 7), proven experience in
development projects and in advising governments and
affiliated agencies, expertise in the required research
methods, and team experience in the relevant
geographies, especially low-income settings.

4 Ethics, equity and Assessed in line with the RCC Equity Action Plan. The 15
inclusion extent to which the proposal demonstrates equitable
partnerships and leadership — including meaningful
contributions from, and fair sharing of roles, decision-
making and resources with, partners based in LMICs—
and awareness of structural inequalities (e.g. gender,



# Criterion Description Max.
score

disability, socioeconomic status, geography, ethnicity,
age) relevant to the evidence and its use; together with
inclusive, accessible stakeholder engagement and
dissemination, and protection of participants from harm.
Expectations are proportionate to the scale and duration
of the grant.

5 Financial feasibility and To what extent the proposed methodology and expected 15
value for money outcomes justify the budget request, including potential
societal impact, clarity and organisation of activities,
planning feasibility, and the alignment of ambition with
resources.

6 Research Uptake / The overall quality of the research uptake and 15
Dissemination Plan dissemination plan, including the clarity of the influence
goals, strategies to encourage active use of the findings,
and feasibility across design, implementation, and
dissemination.
Proposals will be assessed to ensure optimal value for money while balancing costs
and quality. Proposals with clear pathways to meaningful impact and dissemination will

be considered favourably.

11. Deadline

Completed proposals should be submitted via the SmartSimple platform by 23:59 BST on 3
August 2026. Proposals received after the due time and date will not be considered.

Queries can be submitted by 10 July 2026, after which frequently asked questions will be
posted with responses.

12. Competition process and indicative timeline

Stage Target dates

Call for proposals launched 29 June 2026
Deadline for queries 10 July 2026

FAQs posted 15 July 2026
Proposal submission deadline 3 August 2026
Triage / proposal moderation 3-17 August 2026
Selection committee meetings 18-19 August 2026
Outcome decided and bidders notified 20 August 2026

Due diligence completed 18 September 2026



Stage Target dates

Signing of the accountable grant Expected by 18 September 2026 (dependent on
successful due diligence)

13. Q&A and contact

This project is managed by the GRTD Research Commissioning Centre. If you have any
guestions about this opportunity, please email them to rcc@3ieimpact.org with ‘Enquiry —
Nutrition Evidence Review’ in the subject line.

In the interest of fairness and transparency, questions and responses that are of general
relevance to applicants will be anonymised and included in the call’s frequently asked questions
document on the GRTD Research Commissioning Centre page alongside other information on
how to apply.


mailto:rcc@3ieimpact.org

Annex 1: Supporting information

* Programme overview and outcome-area descriptions — DevTracker link for the Strategic
Partnership on Agriculture and Food Systems for Nutrition.



https://devtracker.fcdo.gov.uk/programme/GB-1-204420/documents
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