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Frequently Asked Questions

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

Questions submitted to the GRTD Research Commissioning Centre have been collated and
categorised as follows for ease of navigation:

Eligibility

Scope and Delivery
Methods

Budget and Value for Money
Timeline and Processes

Further Questions and Support

Eligibility
1. Can organisations or individuals outside of the UK apply or co-apply?

Non-UK organisations may apply for this award either as the lead applicant or as a
downstream partner. While an individual may prepare and submit an application on behalf of
an organisation, any resulting contract must be entered into with an eligible organisation. The
organisation must be eligible to receive RCC funding and be able to successfully complete the
required due diligence process.

2. The call states that it is open globally and encourages LMIC partnerships. Does the Principal
Investigator (PI) need to be based in the UK or can the Pl be based in any country? Are there
any restrictions on the location of the lead organisation?

There are no geographical restrictions for either the PI or the lead organisation. Either can be
based anywhere in the world, if they and their organisation/country of registration are not
excluded from receiving funding from the UK government.
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3. Can | submit more than one application?

We request that organisations submit only one application for this call (or one each for this and
its sister call: Call for Proposals: Programme Synthesis (Academic and Impact Contributions).

4. Can an organisation be a partner in two or more different consortia submitting separate
proposals for the same call? For example, if Organisation A partners with Organisation B on
one proposal, is Organisation A also permitted to partner with Organisation C on a separate,
competing proposal for the same call?

We request that lead organisations only submit one application for each call. However, there is
no similar restriction applied to downstream partners.

5. The call states that legally registered organisations are eligible, and that applications from
individuals are not. Are there any additional eligibility requirements (e.g., minimum years of
experience, previous track record, financial turnover, etc.) that applicants should be aware of?

Beyond the requirement that applicants be legally registered organisations (either applying
individually or as part of a consortium), the call does not specify formal eligibility thresholds
such as years of experience, financial turnover or organisational age. Applications from
individuals unaffiliated with an organisation are not eligible.

However, applicants should be aware that proposals will be assessed against several
capability and quality criteria. In particular, the call indicates that successful applicants are
expected to demonstrate:

o Expertise in systematic reviews and evidence synthesis methodologies, including rapid
review approaches;

o Experience using machine-learning-assisted screening and extraction tools with
appropriate quality and ethics safeguards;

e Strong subject-matter knowledge of agriculture, food systems, nutrition and food safety in
LMICs;

e A track record of producing publishable, peer-reviewed evidence syntheses; and

e Strong project management capacity and the ability to deliver high-quality outputs within a
compressed timeline.

In addition, all applicants will be subject to the RCC/FCDO selection and due-diligence
processes, and proposals will be evaluated on criteria including methodological rigour, team
composition, ethics and inclusion, financial feasibility/value for money, and research uptake
and dissemination plans.

6. Is it mandatory to form a partnership or consortium for this application, or can single
organisations apply?

We accept applications from single organisations and from lead organisations with downstream
partners; the application is assessed on the strength of the proposal against the listed criteria.
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7. The call encourages applications from organisations and consortia bringing complementary
expertise. How will the assessment panel evaluate consortium teams where different partners
contribute distinct strengths (e.g., one organisation providing technical expertise in evidence
synthesis and another contributing academic expertise, subject-matter knowledge, LMIC
research experience, and dissemination capacity)? Will complementary contributions be
assessed collectively rather than expecting each partner to demonstrate all areas of expertise
independently?

Proposals will be assessed on their collective ability to address the criteria. It is not expected
that each partner should fulfil all criteria.

8. Given the review's focus on agriculture, food systems, and nutrition, are medical sciences fields
considered eligible and relevant to apply? Would you foresee any issues if the lead institution is
a medical research organisation rather than an agricultural one?

We would not foresee any issue with the lead institution being a medical research organisation
rather than an agricultural one, provided the proposal clearly demonstrates the relevant
expertise and capability required to undertake the project successfully.

9. Annex B: Could you clarify the purpose and authorship of the Letters of Support? Should they
be drafted by the external partners to confirm their commitment, or by the Project Leader to
justify the need for external expertise? Furthermore, what key information must these letters
contain?

Letters of support should normally be provided by the external partners themselves and should
confirm their role, commitment and contribution to the proposed work. They should set out the
nature of the partnership, the expertise or resources being contributed, any leadership or
delivery responsibilities, and the partner’s agreement to participate if the proposal is
successful. The Project Leader may refer to the need for external expertise in the proposal
narrative, but the letter should evidence the partner's own commitment.

Scope and Delivery

10. The call highlights the importance of equitable partnerships and meaningful leadership roles for
LMIC researchers and organisations. Could the commissioning team clarify what constitutes a
“meaningful leadership role” for LMIC partners within a consortium? For example, would co-
leadership of analytical components, academic synthesis, stakeholder engagement and
dissemination activities satisfy this expectation?

A meaningful leadership role should be demonstrated through the consortium design and
governance arrangements, rather than through a single prescribed model. Applicants should
show how LMIC partners will have substantive influence over the intellectual direction,
methodological choices, interpretation of findings, stakeholder engagement and dissemination.
Co-leadership of analytical workstreams, academic synthesis, contextual interpretation,
stakeholder engagement or uptake activities could all be appropriate, provided the proposed
roles are clearly justified and proportionate to the study design.
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11.

12.

13.

14.

Since the Request for Proposals for the Rapid Evidence Review encourages machine-learning-
assisted screening and extraction, | would like to ask whether Al-assisted tools are expected as
the required standard, or proposals using traditional systematic review methods would be
considered equally competitive, provided they can demonstrate feasibility within the timeline
and maintain methodological rigour?

Al- or machine-learning-assisted tools are encouraged where they help applicants manage the
evidence base efficiently, but they are not a mandatory standard. Proposals using traditional
systematic review methods will be considered, provided the study design can demonstrate
feasibility within the timeline, transparent methods, appropriate quality assurance, and
sufficient rigour. Where Al-assisted tools are proposed, applicants should explain how they will
be used, validated and overseen by reviewers.

The RFP asks for a review that "takes the 2018 review as a baseline, updates it to the present.”
Could you clarify whether this means including only studies published from 2018 onwards, or
whether the review should also address substantive gaps in the 2018 review's coverage of pre-
2018 literature?

The expectation is that the 2018 review should provide the baseline and point of comparison
for the updated review. Applicants should therefore explain in their study design whether they
propose to focus primarily on literature published since the 2018 review, or whether there is a
justified need to revisit selected pre-2018 evidence because of important gaps, changes in
scope or methodological limitations. The key requirement is that the proposed approach is
transparent, feasible within the timeline, and clearly justified.

To ensure alignment with the review by Ruel et al., 2018, could you confirm that we strictly
maintain the focus on “interventions”? Furthermore, are there specific exclusion criteria you
expect us to apply to manage the volume of literature effectively?

Applicants should maintain the focus on interventions where this is central to the review
questions and comparability with the 2018 review. However, proposals may refine the
intervention typology and apply proportionate exclusion criteria to manage the evidence base,
provided these choices are clearly justified. Exclusion criteria should be transparent and linked
to the review objectives, feasibility within the timeline, and the need to prioritise the most
relevant and robust evidence.

As this rapid evidence review is meant to build on the 2018 policy brief, how closely should the
supplier hew to the frameworks that the 2018 authors used to structure their evidence review,
e.g. the 6 pathways that define how agriculture is linked to nutrition and health? Or is the
supplier meant to refine and update the frameworks, e.g. pathways and associated intervention
categories to quickly identify the most relevant literature?

Applicants should use the 2018 framework as an important baseline for comparability, including
the pathways and intervention categories where they remain relevant. However, the supplier is
not expected to follow the 2018 structure rigidly. Proposals may refine or update the framework
to reflect developments in the field and to identify the most relevant literature efficiently,
provided the rationale for any changes is clearly explained.

FAQs: Nutrition Rapid Evidence Review 4



15. In updating the evidence review and identifying evolutions since 2018, should the supplier pay
special attention to the evidence gaps identified in the 2018 policy brief?

Yes. Applicants should consider the evidence gaps identified in the 2018 policy brief where
these remain relevant to the current review questions. The review should not be limited only to
those gaps, but proposals should explain how earlier gaps, new evidence since 2018, and
developments in the field will be used to prioritise and structure the synthesis.

16. The RFP indicates that the review should take the 2018 review as a starting point and update
the evidence base to the present. Could you please clarify which aspects of the 2018 review
are considered important to retain for consistency and comparability purposes? For example,
are there particular methodological components, conceptual frameworks, inclusion criteria, or
analytical structures that applicants are expected to maintain alignment with?

Applicants should retain sufficient alignment with the 2018 review to support comparability,
particularly in relation to the core review questions, conceptual framing, intervention areas and
outcomes where these remain relevant. However, we do not expect applicants to reproduce
the earlier review design without adaptation. Proposals should explain which elements of the
2018 approach will be retained, which will be updated, and why those choices make sense for
the current evidence base and the objectives of this review.

17. Could you clarify the expected depth of the "Food Systems" framework? Should our analysis
encompass only Food System components (production, transformation, distribution,
preparation, consumption), or are we expected to integrate the influence of broader "Food
System Drivers" (e.g., environmental/biophysical, technological, policy/economic, sociocultural,
and demographic)?

Applicants should propose a food systems framework that is proportionate to the review
questions and feasible within the timeline. The analysis may include food system components
such as production, transformation, distribution, preparation and consumption, and may also
consider broader drivers where these are relevant to explaining pathways, implementation
conditions or outcomes. The proposal should make clear how the framework will be
operationalised and how scope will be managed.

18. Does the scope extend beyond individual/household-level nutrition, for example by including
broader nutrition sensitive value-chain interventions?

Yes. The scope may extend beyond individual or household-level nutrition where broader
nutrition-sensitive value-chain or food systems interventions are relevant to the review
questions and outcomes of interest. Applicants should define the level of analysis and explain
how such interventions will be included and synthesised within the proposed framework.
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19.

20.

21.

22.

23.

The 2018 baseline review restricted its search to English-language literature. Could you clarify
whether the updated review should similarly be restricted to English-language publications, or
whether it should also capture significant non-English evidence?

Applicants should set out and justify their proposed language approach as part of the review
design. An English-language search may be appropriate if it is clearly justified and limitations
are acknowledged, but applicants may also propose targeted inclusion of significant non-
English evidence where this is feasible and relevant to the review questions. The assessment
will consider whether the proposed approach is proportionate, transparent and suitable for the
scope and timeline.

Clarification on Output 3: Can you define more precisely the three output areas, and especially
could you provide more details on the scope of "scaling the impact of nutritious food systems
data and interventions (output 3)"? Specifically, are there particular types of evidence, value-
chain interventions, or data-driven approaches that you aim to emphasise under this output?

Output 3 should be interpreted as covering evidence on how nutritious food systems data and
interventions can be used, implemented or scaled to improve impact. Relevant evidence may
include nutrition-sensitive agriculture, value-chain interventions, food systems data, affordability
of healthy diets, and implementation or delivery evidence that helps explain pathways to scale.
Applicants should define and justify the precise scope, including any prioritisation across sub-
topics, in their proposed study design.

What existing program data and literature will be provided at inception?

Relevant programme documentation that is available and appropriate to share will be provided
at inception. This may include existing programme-level materials, grant-level information,
reporting, monitoring data and publication lists, subject to availability, data protection and any
confidentiality constraints. Applicants should not assume that all data will be complete or
analysis-ready and should explain how they would manage any gaps.

Will the Rapid Evidence Review team have access to any bibliographic data already compiled
for the 41 grants to avoid duplicate literature-identification efforts across the two commissions?

The Rapid Evidence Review team may be provided with relevant bibliographic information
where available, including information linked to the 41 grants, to help reduce duplication.
However, applicants should allow for the possibility that some materials will need to be
supplemented, cleaned or independently verified.

Since our organisation operates in a French-speaking LMIC, can the final proposal on
SmartSimple be submitted in French, or is English strictly required?

The final proposal submitted through SmartSimple must be in English. This requirement is in
place because the proposed deliverables and outputs are intended to be reviewed, shared, and
used by an English-speaking audience. Submitting the proposal in English helps ensure a
consistent review process and enables the resulting work to be readily accessible and usable
by all relevant stakeholders.
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24. Should the review team anticipate interactions with FCDO or other stakeholders during the
project to discuss priorities or validate preliminary findings, or should the review remain fully
independent following contract initiation?

The review should maintain independence, but applicants should anticipate appropriate
engagement with the commissioning team and relevant stakeholders during the project. This
may include inception discussions, clarification of priorities, and opportunities to test emerging
findings or dissemination needs. Such engagement should be designed to support relevance
and uptake without compromising the independence, transparency or integrity of the review.

25. For output 1, could you please clarify if the focus is only on consumption of nutritious foods?
Are other diet and nutrition outcomes also of interest? Could you also clarify if all population
groups should be considered? Or is there a specific population group of interest, e.g., children
<5 years?

Applicants should take the 2018 review as a baseline and update it to present as they see fit;
this could include broadening the scope or definitions if justified and feasible within the
timeframe. The call is interested in all population groups, but it is useful to differentiate where
possible.

26. For output 2, could you clarify if there are specific foodborne disease of interest? Could you
also clarify the endpoint/outcome? Is it the prevalence of specific foodborne diseases? Or is
the “tackling of foodborne diseases” in which case outcomes along the pathway could be
considered (e.g., food contamination).

There are no specific foodborne diseases of interest. Applicants should use the 2018 review as
a baseline and update it to present as they see fit; this could include broadening the scope or
definitions if justified and feasible within the timeframe

27. For output 3, could you please clarify what is meant by “scaling the impact of nutritious food
systems data”?

Scaling the impact may refer to increasing the reach, awareness, adoption or effectiveness of
the data.

Methods

28. Additionally, could you please clarify the extent to which applicants may adapt elements such
as the search strategy, terminology, or review structure to reflect developments in the field and
the expanded thematic scope of the current review?

Applicants may adapt the search strategy, terminology and review structure where doing so
strengthens the review design and reflects developments in the field. These adaptations should
be clearly explained in the protocol, including how they affect comparability with the 2018
review and how they help answer the current research questions within the available
timeframe.
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20.

30.

31.

As this review is described as an update to Ruel et al. (2018), does FCDO envisage an update
of the existing review (i.e. focusing on literature published since 2018 using the same analytical
framework), or is there scope to revise both the search strategy and analytical framework to
reflect developments in the field since 2018 (e.g. healthy diets, food environments, food
systems transformation and newer intervention typologies)?

There is scope to revise the search strategy and analytical framework where this is justified by
developments in the field and by the review questions. The 2018 review should be treated as
the baseline, but applicants may propose adaptations to reflect newer concepts such as
healthy diets, food environments, food systems transformation, affordability and newer
intervention typologies. The proposal should make clear how any adaptations preserve
comparability where useful while enabling the review to answer the current research questions.

The Terms of Reference (ToR) refers to "nutritious foods". Would FCDO be comfortable with
the review using the term "healthy diets" where scientifically appropriate, recognising that foods
containing added nutrients (e.g. protein or micronutrients) may be described as "nutritious"
despite being high in sugar, salt or saturated fat? As nutrition outcomes are determined by
overall dietary patterns rather than individual foods, "healthy diets" may provide a more
appropriate conceptual framework

Applicants may use the term “healthy diets” where it is scientifically appropriate and helps
clarify the conceptual framework. The terminology should be applied consistently and linked
back to the review questions and outcomes of interest. Proposals should explain how terms
such as “nutritious foods”, “healthy diets” and related food systems concepts will be
operationalised in the study design, including any implications for inclusion criteria and
analysis.

Is the search strategy that was used in the Ruel 2028 review available to bidders? We could
not find it in the initial publication

Applicants should use the information available from the published 2018 review and any
supplementary materials that are publicly accessible. If the full original search strategy is not
available, applicants should propose a transparent and well-justified updated search strategy
that is suitable for the current review questions, scope and timeframe, while explaining how it
relates to the baseline review.
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32.

33.

34.

Could you please share if a protocol for the Ruel et al. (2018) will be shared with team
conducting this work to facilitate an update of this review given the 2018 publication was not a
systematic review and there isn’t publicly published protocol?

Ruel et al. (2018) state in their methods: “While we followed a systematic search process for
this review, the review is not a systematic review because we did not strictly follow standard
guidelines such as the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses
(PRISMA) (Moher et al., 2009).”

Given this, what standard is RCC expecting for the “update”? Specifically:

(a) a fully PRISMA-compliant rapid review with dual screening and formal quality/risk-of-bias
appraisal,

(b) a rapid evidence assessment (REA) using streamlined/truncated systematic methods
appropriate to a 5-month, £85,000 commission; or

(c) continuation of Ruel et al.'s own approach (systematic search, non-systematic synthesis).

We expect applicants to propose a rigorous approach that is feasible within the 20-week
timeline and budget. This may be a PRISMA-informed rapid review or rapid evidence
assessment using streamlined systematic methods, rather than necessarily a full systematic
review. Applicants should explain their proposed standard, including screening, extraction,
quality appraisal, documentation and synthesis procedures, and justify how these balance
rigour, transparency and timely delivery.

For the Rapid Evidence Review, is a full systematic review acceptable if a bidder can
demonstrate feasibility within the 20-week timeline, or is a rapid-review approach specifically
preferred/required? This affects how we scope the search strategy and whether we lean on Al-
assisted screening as a core design choice or an optional efficiency measure.

A full systematic review is acceptable if applicants can demonstrate that it is feasible within the
20-week timeline and budget, and that it will maintain appropriate methodological rigour.
Applicants should propose the review design that best balances breadth, depth, quality
assurance and timely delivery. Al-assisted screening may be included as an efficiency
measure where it supports the proposed design and is subject to appropriate human oversight.

The RFP highlights the importance of scope management and efficient approaches to handling
the growing evidence base within a relatively short timeline. In this context, could you please
clarify the RCC’s expectations regarding critical appraisal or risk of bias assessment?
Specifically, it would be helpful to understand the anticipated level and scope of appraisal
within the rapid review approach, particularly regarding how to balance methodological rigour,
efficiency, and the overall breadth of evidence covered.

Applicants should propose a critical appraisal or risk-of-bias approach that is proportionate to
the review design, the types of evidence included and the timeline. We would expect proposals
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35.

36.

37.

to describe how study quality will be assessed, how appraisal findings will inform synthesis,
and where pragmatic sampling, prioritisation or staged appraisal may be necessary. The
strongest proposals will make the trade-offs between rigour, efficiency and breadth explicit and
justify them in relation to the review questions.

Section 5 states the approach should include systematic searching across academic
databases and grey literature. Could you confirm whether "grey literature" is intended to
include working papers and non-academic reports? Specifically, are funder-commissioned,
non-peer-reviewed papers eligible for inclusion in this review?

Grey literature may include working papers, non-academic reports and funder-commissioned
papers where they are relevant to the review questions and meet the proposed inclusion
criteria. Applicants should explain in their study design which types of grey literature will be
included, how sources will be identified, and how quality, transparency and potential bias will
be assessed.

Regarding grey literature, do you have specific repositories or platforms that should be
prioritised?

Applicants should identify and justify the grey-literature sources most relevant to the review
questions. These may include funder and multilateral organisation repositories, programme
and policy databases, working paper series, institutional repositories, and relevant LMIC-
focused sources. The proposal should explain how sources will be prioritised, searched and
screened, and how the quality and transparency of grey literature will be assessed.

Could you clarify the intended scope of Output 3 ("scaling the impact of nutritious food systems
data and interventions") for the purposes of defining inclusion criteria?

Specifically:

(a) Should the review under Output 3 focus on evidence about interventions that have been
implemented or evaluated at scale (e.g., national or sub-national level), as distinct from pilot
or efficacy-stage studies? Or should it cover the full effectiveness evidence base for
nutrition-sensitive agriculture, value-chain interventions, food systems data, and diet
affordability, regardless of implementation scale?

(b) We note that Research Question 2 (Section 5) refers to "nutritious food systems data and
interventions" without the "scaling" qualifier. Should we interpret RQ2 as the operative
framing for what evidence to include under this outcome area?

(c) Are the sub-topics listed under Output 3 (nutrition-sensitive agriculture, value-chain
interventions, food systems data, and affordability of healthy diets) intended as equally
weighted sub-sections, or are some more central to the programme's needs than others?

Applicants should define the scope of Output 3 through their proposed study design and
inclusion criteria. Evidence on interventions implemented or evaluated at scale may be
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38.

39.

40.

41.

especially relevant to the question of scaling, but proposals may also include earlier-stage or
effectiveness evidence where it helps explain pathways to scale, implementation conditions or
transferability. Research Question 2 should be treated as an important guide to the evidence to
include, with the “scaling” framing informing the synthesis and interpretation. Applicants should
also justify how they prioritise the listed sub-topics and whether these are treated as equally
weighted or weighted according to relevance, evidence availability and programme needs.

What has informed the move away from the original authors of the baseline Global Food
Security Article?

This is an open competitive call. The commissioning approach is intended to ensure a
transparent process and to allow applicants to propose the team, methods and study design
they consider best suited to the current review questions, scope, timeline and evidence base.

Please clarify whether the review would be published as grey literature or as a feature in
academic journals (like the 2018 review). This will help us put together an appropriate team.

The final publication route has not been predetermined. Applicants should propose outputs and
dissemination routes that are appropriate to the study design, audience and timeline. This may
include a report or other grey-literature outputs, and applicants may also make a case for
academic publication where feasible and relevant.

“Applicants are encouraged to propose machine-learning- assisted screening and extraction
tools to efficiently manage the volume of literature.” Please confirm whether in-house
proprietary tools are permitted, or whether these would have to be standard, publicly available
software.

In-house proprietary tools may be proposed, provided applicants clearly describe their role in
the study design, how they will be used, and what safeguards will be in place. Tools do not
need to be standard or publicly available, but proposals should provide sufficient information to
assess transparency, reproducibility, data protection, quality assurance and human validation.

Is the use of open-source artificial intelligence or machine-learning models for data screening
and extraction fully accepted, provided that our methodological protocol includes strict human
validation to ensure quality and academic rigour?

Yes. Open-source Al or machine-learning tools may be used for screening and extraction,
provided the proposal includes a clear methodological protocol, human validation, quality
assurance and safeguards for transparency, data protection and academic rigour. Applicants
should explain why the tools are appropriate for the proposed review design and how any
limitations will be managed.
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42.

43.

44,

45.

The call encourages the use of machine-learning-assisted screening and data extraction while
requiring appropriate human validation. Could you please clarify whether there is an expected
minimum proportion of records that should undergo independent human verification (for
example, 10%, 20%, or another threshold)?

There is no prescribed minimum proportion of records that must undergo independent human
verification. Applicants should propose a validation approach that is proportionate to the role of
the tool, the volume and complexity of the evidence base, and the risks of error or bias. The
proposal should describe how human reviewers will oversee screening and extraction, how
disagreements or uncertain cases will be handled, and how quality assurance will be
documented.

To what extent and for what boundary scope does the FCDO and alliances expect the use the
ML across the agri-food value chains? Is there independent validation (i.e. across our institute,
supply and demand analytics, climatic and disease patterns) expected?

The call encourages machine-learning-assisted approaches where they support efficient
screening, extraction or management of the evidence base. Applicants should define the
intended boundary and function of any ML use within their study design, rather than assuming
that ML must be used across the full agri-food value chain. Independent validation is not
prescribed, but proposals should include appropriate quality assurance, human review and
validation procedures that are proportionate to the role of the tool and the risks involved.

The Terms of Reference indicate that a narrative synthesis should accompany the evidence
map "where density allows." Could you please clarify whether there is a predefined threshold
(e.g., number of studies or level of evidence) that should guide this decision?

There is no predefined numerical threshold for when narrative synthesis should be undertaken.
Applicants should explain how they will decide whether evidence density, consistency and
relevance are sufficient to support synthesis within each theme or outcome area. Where
evidence is sparse or heterogeneous, an evidence map or structured descriptive synthesis may
be more appropriate.

If sufficient homogeneous evidence is identified, would the Commission welcome quantitative
synthesis (meta-analysis or meta-regression), or is the expectation that the final product will
remain exclusively a narrative review and evidence map?

Quantitative synthesis, including meta-analysis or meta-regression, may be proposed where
sufficient homogeneous and high-quality evidence is identified and where it is feasible within
the timeline and budget. It is not required, and the expectation remains that applicants should
select the synthesis approach best suited to the evidence base. Any quantitative synthesis
should be clearly justified and accompanied by appropriate assessment of heterogeneity, bias
and limitations.
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46.

47.

48.

49.

Is there a preferred risk-of-bias or evidence-quality assessment framework (e.g., RoB 2,
ROBINS-I, Newcastle-Ottawa Scale, AMSTAR-2, GRADE), or may applicants justify the
selection of the most appropriate tool according to study design?

There is no single preferred risk-of-bias or evidence-quality framework. Applicants may select
and justify the tools most appropriate to the study designs and evidence types included in the
review, such as RoB 2, ROBINS-I, Newcastle-Ottawa Scale, AMSTAR-2, GRADE or other
relevant approaches. The proposal should explain how appraisal findings will be used in the
synthesis and interpretation.

Beyond the final report and publishable manuscript, are applicants expected to provide
supplementary outputs such as searchable databases, evidence extraction tables, screening
records, machine-learning models or scripts, PRISMA documentation, or other supporting
materials?

Applicants should propose any supplementary outputs that would add value and support
transparency, reuse and dissemination. These may include evidence extraction tables,
screening records, PRISMA-style documentation, searchable databases, data dictionaries, or
scripts and model documentation where relevant. Any proposed supplementary outputs should
be proportionate to the commission, feasible within the budget and timeline, and consistent
with data protection and confidentiality requirements.

The Call specifies that the review will focus on literature across low- and middle-income
countries (LMICs) but does not specify the classification system or reference year to be
applied.

The applicant may propose their preferred classification and methodology depending on what
they think is most appropriate

The Call indicates that narrative synthesis should accompany the evidence map “where
evidence density permits” but does not define what constitutes sufficient density.

There is no predefined numerical threshold for when narrative synthesis should be undertaken.
Applicants should explain how they will decide what constitutes sufficient density

Budget and Value for Money

50.

What is expected in the budget?

Budgets should be clear, realistic, justified, proportionate, and directly aligned with the
proposed activities and objectives. Applicants should provide sufficient detail, by fully utilising
the RCC standard budget template to explain how costs have been calculated and
demonstrate that resources are being used efficiently to achieve the intended outcomes. We
will assess whether the proposed costs represent good value for money in relation to the scale
and impact of the project.
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51.

52.

53.

54.

55.

What is the funding limit?
The maximum budget is £85,000.
Are staff costs eligible?

Yes, staff costs are eligible where they are necessary for the delivery and management of the
project and can be clearly justified. Applicants should explain the roles involved, the time
allocated to the project. Staff costs should be proportionate to the proposed activities and
represent good value for money.

Are there expectations or eligibility differences regarding budget splits, especially with different
costs in HICs (High-Income Countries) and LMICs (Low- and Middle-Income Countries)?

Indications of divisions of funding across partners in different countries should be clear. The
budget template is set up to indicate budget splits. Disproportionate costs in the UK vs. other
countries can affect budget balance, so applicants should justify and articulate UK costs. The
partner institution should have an equitable role in the budget.

Are indirect costs reflected in the budget? How are costs assessed?

Yes. We have two preferred routes for indirect calculations, as well as a third alternative
option.

e For UK Universities and Higher Education institutions, we use the TRAC methodology
which is a standardised approach for UK HEls.

e For non-UK HEls, we ask that you use the NPAC calculation to work out indirect costs. This
is a way to provide both transparency and fairness on the indirect costs for partners.

e Some partners aren't able to use NPAC to calculate indirect costs. For example, some
partners aren't able to provide 3 years of audited accounts for the NPAC costings. In these
cases, we allow for a set indirect rate of a maximum of 15%, but additional justification must
still be provided to show how the indirect rates are calculated and applied (see below).

Can | use a flat indirect cost rate instead of detailed calculations?

You may only use a flat indirect cost rate if you cannot provide TRAC/NPAC calculations (for
example, if you do not have 3 years of audited accounts). Please be advised that the proposed
rate is capped at maximum 15%. The rate applied to your budget cannot exceed your
organisation's actual evidenced rate; if your internal policy specifies a flat rate lower than 15%,
you must use that lower figure rather than the 15% ceiling.

Applicants with a flat rate application will be required to provide supporting documentation to
evidence this rate including:
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56.

57.

58.

59.

60.

¢ Unaudited financial statements
e Your organisation's indirect rate policy and calculations
o A formal statement on organisational letterhead, signed by an authorised signatory

For further details on the above, please refer to our Cost Guidance Document shared with you.
Will HIC salaries be allowed in applications for this fund?

Relevant expertise and HIC time are supported if justified. Benchmarks are used for day rates,
and indirect costs are reflected separately. Projects are not penalised for including HIC costs if
realistic.

Are applicants permitted to include publication fees in their budgets?

We encourage open access publications, and permit applicants to make a case for publication
costs.

Where can | find the application templates and guidance?

The budget template is available within Smart Simple.

The application guide has been shared via email and can be resent on request.
Do all partners require a detailed budget breakdown?

Yes, if an organisation is considered a partner, their budget must show a breakdown of direct
and indirect costs. In the description, please provide information on what the costs are there to
support.

If the contribution is from an individual (e.g. consultant) rather than an organisation, costs
can be included within the main budget.

What supporting evidence is needed for indirect costs?
Typical acceptable evidence includes:

Audited financial statements
Financial policies

Previous funding documentation
Signed statements (in some cases)
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61. How should | justify costs in the budget?

Use the budget justification column in the template to provide detailed explanations,
particularly for travel and rates. This helps avoid follow-up queries during review.

62. Are there any specific stipulations within the service contract or terms of reference that restrict
for-profit organisations from including a profit margin or commercial fee in the budget?

The funding the grantee receives is based on actuals, and grantees will be expected to justify
and to evidence their spending relative to the project.

63. Additionally, are there any established limits or caps on staff daily fee rates?

Staff rates must be in line with the rate card included in the budget template (linked to from the
budget tab on SmartSimple).

Timeline and Processes

64. What is usual timeline from Decision communication to sharing draft/final contract?

The final contract can be reviewed here. Please share this with your organisation’s legal team
for review and queries as soon as you can. In your application we also ask that you review
these terms and are ready to agree to them prior to submission. This is because we are held to
these terms by FCDO and will therefore not be able to substantially divert from the language in
the agreement. If your legal/compliance team has questions about these, it is usually best to
clarify them earlier, to ensure that if awarded there are no delays to signing the contract.

65. Do applications require institutional approval before submission on the SmartSimple system?

When you press the submit button, the application is submitted directly into the system for
review: there is no separate institutional approval step required within the platform.

Please ensure any internal approvals your institution required are handled independently. It is
not required that these are all in place prior to submission, so long as you ensure you are
institutionally ready for award by the time awarding commences, if you are successful.

66. Is there a specific template or structured format that proposals must follow (beyond the general
requirements outlined in the Request for Proposals)?

Yes, all applications must be submitted through the SmartSimple system. Please follow the
instructions provided on the call page. When you click the “SmartSimple platform” link at the
bottom of the page, you will be directed to the system, where you can register, access the
application form, and find all relevant templates and guidance materials needed to complete
your submission.
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67. Could you please clarify the full list of items/documents that must be submitted with the
proposal (e.g., CVs, work plan, budget breakdown, risk register, etc.)? | note that CVs should
not exceed two pages per applicant — are there any other page limits or specific annexes
required?

All requirements (word length, document sizes) are specified in the application form, so please
navigate to the SmartSimple system and you can review all this information there.

Further Questions and Support
68. Will additional support be provided?

Yes, support is available via the RCC team. You can contact us with any queries via
rcc@3ieimpact.org.
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