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Location: Sub-Saharan Africa
What we know: SMART Methodology (field survey method) is
widely used in sub-Saharan Africa by governments and partners
at national, sub-national and lower level in nutrition surveillance
and early warning systems.
What this article adds: A recent UNICEF/Action Against Hunger
review examined the implementation of SMART surveys across
sub-Saharan Africa (45 countries) and the factors that have
facilitated their institutionalisation. Thirty-two countries had
implemented SMART surveys. Regional differences exist; annual
national nutrition surveys in West and Central Africa help reach a
consensus on an individual country’s nutrition situation; in East
Africa, sub-national surveys driven by emergencies are more
typical. Average costs are US$21,1000 (national surveys)
US$15,050 (small-scale surveys). Good government buy-in
through the process, quick data analysis turnaround and strong
communication and advocacy with coordination systems are key
to realising added value. Areas for improvement include mapping
of capacity-development needs, harmonising timing for data
collection and tools, and examination of frequency of small-scale
surveys to facilitate sustainability. Further research needs include
a systematic review of the quality of SMART surveys.

Introduction
e SMART (Standardised Monitoring and Assessment of Relief and Transitions) Methodology1 is a standardised, simplified, cross-sectional field survey
method designed to aid the collection of quality, up-to-date and timely nutrition data necessary for decision-making. e methodology was developed to
harmonise methods for nutrition assessments, especially during emergencies.
Today, national health ministries and partners such as international non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and United Nations (UN) agencies use the
SMART Methodology to conduct nutrition surveys in both emergency and
development contexts.
is use of the methodology illustrates the need for regular, reliable data for
nutrition indicators at national level to track progress towards global targets.
Across West and Central Africa (WCA), the first National Nutrition Surveys
(NNS) using the SMART methodology were conducted in Niger and Mauritania in 2006 and have since been conducted in 15 more countries2, largely driven
by UNICEF with support from Action Against Hunger. Sub-national or smallerscale (county/district-level) SMART nutrition surveys have also been implemented in WCA countries, including Cameroon and the Democratic Republic
of Congo (DRC). In contrast, in Eastern and Southern Africa (ESA), the
SMART methodology has generally been used for sub-national and smallerscale nutrition surveys, with the first NNS conducted in 2014 in Tanzania.
Aer over a decade of implementing SMART nutrition surveys across subSaharan Africa, a review of key processes, steps and tools used to implement
the diﬀerent types of SMART survey (national, sub-national and small-scale)
was carried out, under a partnership cooperation agreement between UNICEF
WCA and ESA Regional Oﬃces and Action Against Hunger Canada between
November 2015 and May 2016. Its primary objective was to document lessons
learned and highlight shortcomings related to planning and implementation
processes of SMART surveys in various sub-Saharan African countries, including coordination mechanisms, implementation and use of results. In addition,
the implementation of the first SMART NNS in Tanzania and the institutionalisation of SMART NNS in Burkina Faso were examined in more detail.
1

2

For more information on SMART (Standardized Monitoring and Assessment of Relief and Transitions):
http://smartmethodology.org/
Burkina Faso, Central African Republic, Gambia, Guinea, Mali, Mauritania, Nigeria, Niger, Senegal,
Sierra Leone, Togo, Guinea Bissau, Ivory Coast, Chad and Liberia.
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Table 1

Summary of selection criteria and country categorisation

Country categorisation

Selection criteria

Category 1: NNS using SMART methods

•
•
•
•

Government leads the survey implementation
process

NNS being used
Existence of an EWS
Government leads NNS using SMART
Development/routine context

(Mali, Senegal, Burkina Faso, and Tanzania4)
Category 2: Regional and small-scale nutrition
surveys using SMART methods

• High- or low-density of small-scale SMART surveys
• No EWS
• Humanitarian context or development/routine
Partners lead the survey implementation process
context
(Cameroon, DRC, South Sudan, Kenya and
• Nutrition partners conduct SMART surveys
Madagascar

Category 3: Little or no data from SMART surveys. • No- or low- density of small-scale SMART surveys
(Malawi and Mozambique5)
• No EWS
• Humanitarian context (if applicable)
• No partners conducting SMART surveys

Table 2

Process-speciﬁc ﬁndings

Coordination mechanisms
• Technical committees (WCA) and
Nutrition Information Technical
Working Groups (NITWGs in ESA)
ensure proper survey coordination
eﬀorts and compliance with
SMART recommendations.
• Coordination between the
government and the diﬀerent
technical and ﬁnancial partners
was found to be satisfactory
during the planning,
implementation and result
validation/dissemination phases.
• Valuable contribution to the
decision-making of NITWGs:
Integrated Phase Classiﬁcation
(IPC)/Cadre Harmonisé analyses,
caseload estimations for acute
malnutrition, nutrition
information trends and analysis.

Implementation
• The implementation
processes (i.e. survey
protocol development,
training and standardisation
test) are similar across
countries and contexts
(humanitarian/development)
and comply with SMART
technical recommendations.
• Governments are becoming
increasingly independent
from outside technical
support, including SMART
consultants.
• Raising and securing funds
to carry out nutrition
surveys, particularly NNS,
was found to be a bottleneck.

Methods
All 45 countries across UNICEF ESA and WCA
regions were considered for this review. Countries were classified into three categories (Table
1), based on their national information systems.
Using data compiled by UNICEF WCA and
ESA oﬃces between 2013 and 2015, this included the type of SMART survey conducted
(national, small-scale or none); frequency and
density of SMART survey (“low” meaning 1-10
SMART surveys conducted annually; “high”
meaning > 10 SMART surveys conducted annually); existence of an early warning system
(EWS); and key partners in their implementation. Two main uses of SMART surveys were
identified: humanitarian crises (when a SMART
survey is conducted in response to a specific crisis situation and is carried out to provide guidance on the allocation of resources and
emergency programmes); and in a development
context (when a SMART survey regularly contributes data to nutrition surveillance systems).
For each of the three categories, a minimum
of two countries with diﬀerent characteristics
were chosen to make up the representative sample of 11 countries (Table 1). Secondary data
analysis was undertaken in the first half of 2016.

Use of results
• Results are used for nutrition
programming and as tools
for advocacy and lobbying
for the mobilisation of
resources and are included
in early warning systems
(EWS) to enhance responses
to crises and emergencies.
• Continuous interest is noted
from all stakeholders in
SMART surveys, with results
(speciﬁcally anthropometric
measurements) being
considered as benchmarks
for nutrition data.
• Data collected on women of
childbearing age is used in
several countries to
highlight the nutrition
transition underway.

UNICEF’s regional oﬃces3 shared all documents related to SMART surveys conducted between 2013 and 2015, including schedules,
budgets, tools and final reports. Additional information on implementation processes were
collected from key informants directly involved
in SMART surveys at country level via emails,
teleconferences, meetings and interviews.

Findings
SMART Methodology is widely used in sub-Saharan Africa by governments and partners to
conduct timely nutrition surveys in all contexts
and on a regular basis, oen coinciding with seasonal variations, at national, sub-national and
smaller-scale levels. e review found that 32 out
of 45 countries had implemented SMART surveys between 2013 and 2015, contributing to the
harmonisation of nutrition rapid assessment
methods across the region. e use of NNS led
by governments also contributed to achieving
consensus on the national nutritional situation
in nine countries6 between 2013 and 2015. Further process-specific findings based on the sample of 11 countries are listed in Table 2.
In terms of diﬀerences between survey coordination and implementation in WCA and ESA,
NNS in WCA are conducted annually to reach

a consensus on the country’s nutrition situation;
these are coordinated and implemented by a
technical committee that includes members of
government (such as the Ministry of Health
(MoH) and the Bureau of Statistics) as well as
technical and financial partners (mainly international donors via UN agencies and sometimes
governments).
e primary role of the technical committee
is to develop and validate the survey protocol,
advise on steps to ensure the conduct of a highquality survey, provide support during the entire
training and data collection process (technically
and logistically) and validate survey results. Capacity-building of these technical committees
started almost a decade ago; for example, in
2009 in Burkina Faso. Since then, the MoH in
Burkina Faso committed to strengthening nutrition interventions in health services and in
the community within the framework of its
2010-2015 strategic nutrition plan. is included a nutrition situation surveillance mechanism supported by annual NNS conducted
since 2009 by the MoH Department of Nutrition, with the process taking on average six
months to complete (six weeks for planning and
four and a half months for implementation).
e regular technical support from UNICEF
WCARO7 and the ongoing capacity-building
through regional SMART methodology trainings have ensured a successful institutionalisation of the capacity required to conduct these
annual surveys.
In ESA on the other hand, sub-national and
smaller-scale SMART surveys are more widely
implemented, driven by the emergency monitoring needs in the region. Surveys are coordinated
by a Nutrition Information Technical Working
Group (NITWG) or equivalent at country level
that has a similar composition and responsibilities to the technical committees in WCA.
By 2015, Tanzania was the only country in
ESA to implement an NNS using the SMART
Methodology. Following a year of coordinated
advocacy eﬀorts to the Government and nutrition partners, this first NNS was planned and
implemented between July and December 2014.
Led by the Ministry of Health and Social Welfare (MoHSW) and the Zanzibar MoH in partnership with key stakeholders, it was conducted
in response to the need for an additional source
of reliable data between rounds of Demographic
and Health Surveys (DHS), which are conducted every four to five years. e purpose was
to ensure a closer monitoring of key nutrition
indicators required to track progress towards
global targets and to inform development of a
new National Nutrition Action Plan.
3

4

5

6

7

UNICEF West and Central Africa Regional Oﬃce (WCARO) and
UNICEF Eastern and Southern Africa Regional Oﬃce (ESARO).
Case study for Tanzania and Burkina Faso available at
http://smartmethodology.org/about-smart/
Since 2015 (outside of the time frame for this study) regular
surveys using SMART have been carried out in both Malawi
and Mozambique at sub-national levels.
Burkina Faso, Chad, Mali, Mauritania, Niger, Nigeria, Senegal,
Sierra Leone and Tanzania
UNICEF West and Central Africa Regional Oﬃce.
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Table 3

Field Article

NNS

Cost per strata in diﬀerent countries in US$

Country

Median
Comments
Cost (US$)

Mali

25,000

Number of strata in surveys and security varied each year

Senegal

17,200

Only data from 2015

Small- scale Cameroon 19,000
surveys

Fanny Cassard
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Not including the cost of recruiting a SMART consultant ($30,000$40,000)

Kenya

10,500

The cost to conduct a SMART varies according to the size and
geographic issues of the counties

South
Sudan

15,000

Costs increased in 2015 due to transportation costs during data
collections (i.e. boat and helicopter) as well as the crash in value of the
South Sudanese pound

DRC

11,000

Data from UNICEF DRC. Cost are high for small-scale surveys because
central teams travel around the country

Malawi

19,750

Not including to the cost of recruiting a SMART consultant (about
US$50,000)

To assess cost diﬀerences between smallscale and national-level surveys, the overall cost
per survey8 was divided by the total number of
strata (each of the smallest non-overlapping
sub-groups in which the total population is divided during a survey and for which malnutrition estimates are obtained). is allowed
comparison between national (multi-strata) and
small scale (single stratum) surveys. e results
showed that the average cost per strata in national surveys was US$21,100, compared to
US$15,050 for small-scale surveys (see Table 3).
Insecurity significantly increased survey costs,
such as in the regions of Gao and Kidal in Mali.
Data on cost were not available for all surveys.
e results of SMART surveys across ESA
and WCA are incorporated into various national
and regional nutrition information systems
and/or EWS, including FEWS NET, Cadre Harmonisé (Harmonised Framework), Integrated
food security Phase Classification (IPC) and Nutrition Information in Crisis Situations (NICS).
e regular implementation of NNS has
oen led to a consensus on the country’s nutritional status, making it possible to respond to
and evaluate the response to diﬀerent food and
nutrition crises that may have aﬀected the country in recent years, enhance nutrition information and EWS, bolster the position of nutrition
within the government, and monitor the
progress of global nutrition indicators (including those of the Scaling Up Nutrition (SUN)
Movement and the Millennium Development
Goals (MDGs).
In Burkina Faso, for example, an analysis of
results incorporated into the National Health
Information System from multiple NNS
showed a downward trend in the malnutrition
rates over the past five years and an improvement in infant and young child feeding (IYCF)
indicators since 2012.

Lessons learned
e involvement of the government throughout
the diﬀerent survey phases and its ownership of
survey results, the short turnaround time from
data collection to reporting (less than four
months in the case of Tanzania) and the eﬀective

communication ensured by the established coordination mechanisms were identified as key
attributes of the added value of NNS. e main
driving factor leading to a government’s ownership of the survey and its results was the advocacy process using NNS results to plan nutrition
programming, especially since the outcomes
were considered as benchmarks by the technical
and financial partners. For example, the results
of the first NNS in Tanzania were used to identify priority regions, improve nutrition programming and prepare the National Multisector
Nutrition Action Plan (2016-2021), which
aimed to achieve the 2025 World Health Organization (WHO) targets for nutrition. e results
of annual NNS conducted by the Government
of Burkina Faso were used to regularly update
indicators and continuously monitor the country’s nutrition situation.

Recommendations
Several areas for improvement were identified
in this review:
• Only two out of the 11 selected countries
(Kenya and South Sudan) scheduled regular
SMART Survey Manager training sessions. It
is advisable to develop a mapping of existing
capacities and a training plan to address
sustainable capacity-development needs.
• e timing of data collection diﬀered
throughout the years in some countries
implementing NNS, limiting comparison
between years (due to the bias eﬀect of the
seasonality of malnutrition). It is recommended that data are collected during the
same period (ideally during the “hunger
season”) to allow for comparison with past
surveys and the capability to intervene
quickly in case the nutritional situation
deteriorates sharply.
• Toolkits guiding the NNS implementation
process have been developed in many
countries that conduct NNS. ere is a
need to conduct a comparative assessment
of these tools in order to harmonise them
and develop a standardised toolbox for the
implementation of NNS.
• e frequency and representation of regional
and/or small-scale surveys and the costbenefit and need for data should be care

United Republic of
Tanzania National
Nutrition Survey
(NNS), 2015

fully considered in each country context to
reduce associated implementation costs
and thereby facilitate the sustainability of
the information systems currently in place.

Limitations and further areas of
research
is review faced some limitations, including:
• e purposeful sampling and the small
sample size of 11 countries out of a total of
45 sub-Saharan countries might limit the
generalisability of results (the sample of
countries with diﬀerent implementation
profiles can, however, be considered
suﬃcient to document the SMART implementation process).
• e review focused on the use of SMART
surveys and did not look at other forms of
nutritional surveillance that may be
employed by diﬀerent countries (this was
beyond the scope of the review).
• e SMART survey implementation
process and the lessons learnt derived from
shared documents and secondary information dating between 2013 and 2015 were
described narratively rather than generated
using more complex statistical analyses.
• Given that detailed information was not
gathered on the profile of existing national
nutrition information systems, an analysis
of nutrition information systems was not
included in this review.
Further areas of research recommended following this review include:
• Large studies with complex analyses are
needed to better inform stakeholders on the
role that SMART survey results play in
national nutrition information systems,
nutrition advocacy, policy development
and nutrition programming.
• A systematic review of the quality of SMART
surveys and lessons learned on how to im
prove data quality would be useful to inform
data-quality improvement eﬀorts for other
surveys that collect nutrition indicators.
For more information please contact Mara
Nyawo at mnyawo@unicef.org
8

For the surveys shown in Table 3. Cost data was not available
for all surveys.
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