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WHAT IMPACT HAS THE REGIONAL PROGRAMME TO SUPPORT FOOD  
AND NUTRITIONAL SECURITY IN THE SOUTH-WEST INDIAN OCEAN (SANOI)  

HAD ON WOMEN'S EMPOWERMENT?

The European Union (EU) supports the implementation of 
the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) through targeted 
policies. These include the Nutrition Action Plan1 which targets 
SDG2 and the third Gender Action Plan (GAP III2), which 
targets SDG5: "Achieving gender equality and empowering all 
women and girls"3. GAP III is specifically designed to empower 
women and girls in all their diversity, by ensuring they can 
participate and take on responsibilities equal to those of men 
and boys across social, economic and political spheres, by 
enabling them to have a voice in decision-making processes, 
both publicly and privately. Guaranteeing the empowerment 
of women and girls is a core thematic commitment of GAP III. 

In this context, the EU supports programmes that connect 
gender, nutrition and sustainability, such as the regional 
programme to support food and nutritional security in the 
south-west Indian Ocean (SANOI4). Implemented from 
2020 to 2025 by the Indian Ocean Commission (IOC), its 
main objective has been to reduce malnutrition and food 
insecurity in the region (Madagascar, Mauritius, Comoros and 
Seychelles). The programme seeks long-term improvements 
in nutrition by addressing immediate factors like dietary 
diversity, food safety and enhanced nutritional information, 
while also promoting sustainable agricultural practices. 

Women’s empowerment - recognised as a vital driver for 
sustainable food systems and nutritional security - is a key 
cross-cutting indicator for the programme. By facilitating 
women's access to agricultural resources, building their skills 
in sustainable production and reinforcing their participation 
in household economic and nutritional decision making 
(through initiatives such as exchanges, site visits and training 
sessions in agro-ecology, nutrition, access to savings and 
credit and mobility), the programme sought to empower 
1 European Commission, Directorate-General for International Partnerships.
Action plan on nutrition: eighth progress report : April 2022 - March 2024,
Publications Office of the European Union, 2024, https://data.europa.eu/
doi/10.2841/5579788

2 https://international-partnerships.ec.europa.eu/system/files/2021-01/join-
2020-17-final_en.pdf
3 https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/fr/gender-equality/
4 https://www.commissionoceanindien.org/portfolio-items/securite-alimentaire/

Implementation of a monitoring and 
evaluation plan including a component 
on women's empowerment
As part of the EU-funded Knowledge and Research for 
Nutrition project, the Nutrition Research Facility (NRF) was 
engaged to support the SANOI programme's monitoring and 
evaluation system, aimed at measuring the programme's 
relevance, effectiveness and impact. 
The evaluation took place in Madagascar, covering the four 
intervention regions (Analamanga, Vakinankaratra, Itasy, 
Bongolava). Baseline data collection was from September to 
October 2022, while endline data were collected during the 
same period in 2024.
The methodology adopted was based on an experimental 
approach using the difference-in-difference (DiD) model 
to compare changes in key indicators between control and 
intervention groups over  time.

The study adopted a combination of quantitative and 
qualitative approaches:
	� Household surveys: a questionnaire was administered to 

households in 110 fokontany (villages). Two respondents 
per household (a man and a woman from the primary 
couple) were interviewed. Questionnaires specific to 
women's empowerment were exclusively administered to 
women: 1212 women answered all the questions in both 
surveys (baseline and endline), with a follow-up rate of 
95%.

	� Group discussions: a total of 24  group discussion 
sessions were organised in 12  fokontany, engaging 
191  participants (men and women, beneficiaries and 
non-beneficiaries) to gather information on the perceived 
effects of the programme.

	� Interviews with key informants: 105 individual interviews 
were carried out in 46  fokontany with a variety of 
stakeholders (programme teams, civil servants, experts, 
community leaders) to gather their feedback on the 
implementation and impact of the programme.

	� Contextual analysis and a review of secondary data: 
national and secondary data were used to contextualise 
and triangulate the results.

women to make more diverse and balanced nutritional 
choices. These efforts are intended to help reduce all forms 
of malnutrition within households, including reducing the 
prevalence of anemia among women of childbearing age 
and stunted growth in children.
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Table 1: Change in average empowerment score overall and by domain between 2022 and 2024

In 2022, there was no significant difference between the two 
groups for the overall mean score and for the mean score 
of three of the empowerment domains (decision-making; 
mobility; access to and control over resources); while the 
control group had a slightly lower score than the intervention 
group for the participation and leadership domain (table 1). 
Scores in decision-making and mobility were relatively high, 
the score for the area of access to and control over resources 
was average, while the score for the area of participation and 
leadership was particularly low (table 1). 
On average, in both 2022 and 2024, the overall empowerment 
score for women in both the control and intervention groups 
remained below the threshold of 0.6 considered to be the 
'acceptable' level (see table 1). 

Limited impact against a backdrop of 
worsening socio-economic conditions 
and persistent, culturally rooted gender 
inequalities 

Overall women's empowerment score
2022 2024

Control Intervention Control Intervention 

Global 0.58 0.59 0.56 ↓ 0.58 ↓

Decision-making at household level 0.76 0.76 0.76 = 0.77 ↑

Mobility 0.73 0.73 0.75 ↑ 0.75 ↑

Access to and control of resources 0.53 0.53 0.56 ↑ 0.56 ↑

Participation and leadership 0.29 0.31 0.16 ↓ 0.21 ↓

The change in the female empowerment score between 2022 
and 2024 shows contrasting trends. In 2022, the percentage 
of women above the 'acceptable' empowerment threshold 
of 0.6 was marginal between the control and intervention 
groups. In 2024, a reduction in this percentage was observed 

The evaluation was designed to assess the impact of the 
SANOI programme in three main areas: agricultural resilience 
and food security, food diversification and nutrition, and 
women's empowerment. For the latter, the NRF developed 
a specific indicator to evaluate women's empowerment 
in the context of the programme, focussing on four 
key areas: decision-making, mobility, participation and 
leadership, access to and control over resources (see box).
This note highlights the key findings regarding the 
programme's impact on empowerment as determined by this 
evaluation approach. 
However, several limitations affect the interpretation of the 
results. Firstly, the SANOI programme did not incorporate 
activities specifically targeting gender inequality and women's 
empowerment. Furthermore, the programme’s theory of 
change did not clearly articulate how its activities could 
affect empowerment outcomes. Additionally, the interval 
between the baseline survey (2022) and the endline survey 
(2024) as well as the overall duration of the programme 
may have been insufficient to capture meaningful changes in 
empowerment, which typically evolve over extended periods. 
Finally, the possible increased workload for women resulting 
from the project's activities, was not taken into account.

in both groups, but it is less marked in the intervention group 
(from 47.1% to 42.7%, or -4.4 points) than in the control 
group (from 45.9% to 36.4%, or -9.5 points). 
Analysis by domain (table 1) shows that this decline is 
essentially due to a sharp deterioration in the domain of 
participation and leadership, which was observed in both 
groups, with a greater drop in the control group (-0.13 points) 
than in the intervention group (-0.10 points). 
Conversely, the scores for decision-making within the 
household, mobility, and access to and control over resources 
remain relatively stable or have risen very slightly, with no 
significant differences between the groups. 
Empowerment levels per category (Figure 1) show contrasting 
trends depending on the domain. Modest improvements were 
observed in terms of mobility and access to and control 
over resources, with a slight increase in the proportion of 
situations judged 'desirable' in both the control and treatment 
groups. However, leadership and participation remain very 
low, and are even declining, with a marked predominance of 
"unsustainable" situations (from 86.3% in 2022 to 93.6% in 
2024) in the treatment group and from 88.3% to 95.5% in 
the control group. 
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Figure 1: Changes in empowerment rates by domain and 
category between 2022 and 2024
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These results seem to reflect a decline in the general socio-
economic context between 2022 and 2024 (confirmed by 
an increase in inflation and the poverty rate3), resulting in a 
concerning drop in women's participation in public life. While 
the SANOI programme has helped to mitigate these effects,  
its impact on women's empowerment remains limited by 
the weight of patriarchal socio-cultural norms - an issue 
highlighted by the qualitative analysis - and by ongoing 
structural barriers. 

Development of a simplified method for 
assessing women's empowerment

Given the with the complexity and cost of implementing 
existing tools such as the Women's Empowerment in 
Agriculture Index (WEAI)4, the NRF has developed a more 
streamlined approach for measuring women's empowerment 
within the context of agriculture, food and nutrition-focussed 
development projects. This new methodology was used 
during the assessment of the SANOI programme. 
It centres on a household survey comprised of 25 closed 
questions designed to assess women's empowerment, as 
well as specific questions asked during semi-structured 
interviews and group discussions, enabling the quantitative 
data from the survey to be enriched with qualitative data. 

Sidebar

While the quantitative findings from the study do not provide 
sufficient evidence to draw definitive conclusions about the 
SANOI programme’s impact on women's empowerment, 
the qualitative data strongly underscores the necessity 
of adopting a systemic approach. Addressing gender 
issues within development programmes requires targeted 
interventions supporting women on two levels: 

Political and structural (long-term):
Governments, in partnership with donors, should design and 
implement inclusive policies that: 
	� enhance women's access to productive resources, such 

as land and agricultural services;
	� adapt funding mechanisms to the unique needs of 

women, particularly in rural communities4.

Programme (short and medium term):
Development projects need to embed a comprehensive, 
cross-cutting approach to gender equality, ensuring that 
gender-related SMART indicators are clearly reflected in 
logical frameworks, in order to: 
	� extend beyond economic interventions to address 

gender norms, financial inclusion, mobility and women's 
leadership;

	� offer training in leadership, negotiation and gender 
equality, while reinforcing the fight against gender-based 
violence;

	� actively engage men and youths in the dynamics of social 
transformation to foster gender equality.

The need for a systemic approach to meet 
the challenges of gender inequality 

Contact: nrf@agrinatura-eu.euhttps://www.nutrition-research-facility.eu/

To find out more, click here:
https://www.nutrition-research-facility-studies.eu/women-

empowerment-in-nutrition
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3  https://www.banquemondiale.org/fr/country/madagascar/overview
4  https://www.ifpri.org/project/weai/

Key obstacles include low agricultural productivity, restricted 
access to essential resources and services, vulnerability to 
climate risks, and food insecurity. These systemic factors, 
along with social expectations that limit women's mobility, 
involvement and leadership, restrict the effectiveness of 
intervention efforts. 
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