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1.1 The Cost of the Diet method

The Cost of the Diet (CotD) is an innovative method and 
software developed by Save the Children to estimate the 
amount and combination of local foods that are needed to 
provide individuals or a family with foods that meet their 
average needs for energy and their recommended intakes 
of protein, fat and micronutrients. The method was 
developed as a response to research undertaken by Save 
the Children which demonstrated that the impact of 
traditional nutrition education programmes has been 
limited because of poverty rather than a lack of knowledge. 

figure 1 is a conceptual framework for the Cost of the 
Diet method. The boxes in yellow/brown show information 
that needs to be collected; the boxes in blue/grey show 
information that is embedded within the software; and the 
boxes in green show information that can be collected if 
necessary, but is embedded within the software.   

figure 1 shows two streams of information, one related to 
nutrients from foods and the other related to an individual’s 
recommended intake of energy and nutrients. The 
information on nutrients from food is taken from food 
composition tables for nine countries (section 2.1.1.2). it is 
also possible to add new foods directly into the software 
from analyses or other food composition tables (section 
5.5.4). 

A list of all foods (local, imported, wild and produced in the 
home) is created (section 4.3) and the price per 100g and 
seasonal availability of these foods is recorded during 
market surveys of local traders (section 4.4). interviews and 
focus group discussions are held with local women to 
understand typical dietary habits (section 4.6). The portion 
size of each food, which determines the maximum weight 
that can be included in each meal, have been developed by 
Save the Children (section 2.1.1.3) but values can be 
changed if required (section 5.8.5.2). The recommendations 
of the World Health organization (WHo) and the Food 
and Agriculture organization’s (FAo) for daily amounts of 
energy, protein, fat and 13 micronutrients for 237 
individuals are embedded in the software (section 2.1.1.1). 

Using this information, the bespoke Cost of the Diet 
software uses linear programming i routines generated by 
an open access linear programming solver ii to minimise the 
cost of locally available foods to meet these specifications 
for energy and nutrients. The software generates a 
hypothetical combination of foods that will enable a family 
to meet the amounts of energy and nutrients 
recommended by the WHo and FAo at the lowest 
possible cost. As the software may identify a diet that is not 
realistic in terms of the frequency with which foods are 
eaten, for example by specifying that a particular food is 
eaten three times a day every day, the frequency with 
which each food is consumed can be adjusted to reflect 
typical dietary patterns.

The Cost of the Diet software can therefore:

•  Estimate the minimum cost of a locally specified diet for 
individuals and households of multiple individuals;

•  Take into account seasonal variation in prices when 
costing the diet;

•  identify the least expensive sources of energy and all 
nutrients;

•  identify nutrients for which it may be hard to meet 
requirements;

•  identify the foods and food groups that contribute the 
most to the cost of the diet;

•  Estimate the cost of the diet for typical families of 
between 4 and 10 members that are aligned with 
income data generated during a Household Economy 
Analysis (HEA)iii, and can be used to estimate the 
affordability of the diet;

•  Estimate the impact on the diet or its cost of potential 
interventions that might help households to meet their 
needs for energy and nutrients.

 
A Cost of the Diet assessment is most useful when chronic 
malnutrition and micronutrient deficiencies have been 
identified as nutritional problems and when the availability 
or affordability of nutritious foods are likely to be among 
the underlying causes of malnutrition.

once data collectors are trained and communities 
mobilised, an assessment can be done as part of a situation 
analysis in order to understand the causes of malnutrition 
and price data can be collected on a regular basis to 
monitor changes over time. Such regular assessments could 
also be incorporated into a nutrition and food security 
surveillance system. 

 
The results from an assessment can be used:

•  To understand the extent to which economic poverty, 
typical dietary habits and the availability of food prevents 
households and vulnerable individuals from consuming  
a nutritious diet;

•  To inform and influence nutrition and food security 
related policy and advocacy processes and debates at  
a national and global level;

•  To help understand changes in food and nutrition 
insecurity in a particular context;

•  As an indicator within food security and nutrition early 
warning systems;

•  To inform nutrition, food security, livelihood and social 
protection programmes.

i  A mathematical technique used for maximising or minimising a linear function of several variables, such as output or cost
ii  Called  lp_solve version 5.5.2.0
iii  A livelihoods-based framework developed by Save the Children to analyse the way people obtain access to the things they need to survive
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figure 1. A conceptual framework of the cost of the diet tool
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1.2 How to use the Practitioner’s guide, 
access the new software and request 
additional resources

This guide aims to provide a Cost of the Diet practitioner 
with the information required to run a full Cost of the Diet 
assessment and is divided into the following sections: 

1.  introduction and links with other research methods and 
software

2.  The parameters embedded within the Cost of the Diet 
software

3. planning a Cost of the Diet assessment

4. Data collection

5. How to use the Cost of the Diet software

6.  interpreting the Cost of the Diet results and generating 
‘What if?’ models

7. potential uses for the Cost of the Diet results. 

 
Many ‘Hints and tips’ have been included in the guide  
to provide useful information about additional functions  
of the programme. Key points have been highlighted  
using a  symbol. 

it is recommended that a Cost of the Diet practitioner 
certified by Save the Children is used to conduct an 
assessment. This will help to ensure the data are collected, 
analysed and reported to a high standard. To become a 
certified Cost of the Diet practitioner an individual is 
required to attend a practitioner’s Training, lead an 
assessment on their own, and send the data and the final 
report for review to the Save the Children UK 
headquarters in London. once certified, practitioners  
will receive an official certificate. 

These guidelines and the Cost of the Diet software  
are free to use and can be downloaded from  
www.savethechildren.org.uk/costofthediet. A French 
version of this guide and the Cost of the Diet reporting 
guidelines are available on request by contacting  
cotd@savethechildren.org.uk. 

The following Microsoft Excel spreadsheets can be made 
available by emailing cotd@savethechildren.org.uk if 
required: 

•  The affordability analysis spreadsheet: required if the 
household size differs by wealth group (section 3.4.2). 

•  The monetising free food spreadsheet: required if the 
results from an HEA are to be used to include free 
foods in the diet (section 4.7)

 

Cost of the Diet reports can be deposited and made freely 
available to others at: www.heawebsite.org. 

To offer suggestions or experiences with using the tool as 
part of programming, research and advocacy, contact the 
Cost of the Diet team by emailing  
cotd@savethechildren.org.uk.

if problems are encountered whilst using the Cost of the 
Diet software please contact cotd@savethechildren.org.uk.

1.3 The links between the Cost of the Diet 
and other nutrition and food security 
research tools 

it is important to understand the context in which nutrition 
and food security programming is to take place. The Cost 
of the Diet tool could be used to provide key information 
as part of a causal analysis that involves other tools such as  
a nutrition survey, propAn or a Household Economy 
Analysis. in fact it is generally recommended that an HEA  
is completed in the assessment area before a Cost of the 
Diet takes place as it provides the following contextual data 
for a Cost of the Diet assessment: 

•  The division of a region into livelihood zones; 

•  The location of markets and villages;

•  The division of the population by wealth group; 

•  The typical annual income by wealth group;

•  The typical annual non-food expenditure by wealth 
group;

•  The typical household size by wealth group;

•  The sources of food for households;

•  A seasonal activity calendar. 

it is possible to do a Cost of the Diet assessment without 
an HEA. Sections 3.3 and 3.4 describe other sources of the 
information listed above, and what to consider before using 
these data. 

Data on infant and young child feeding practices and food 
consumption from nutrition surveys or propAn software 
may be useful to:

•  give an impression of the current diet of people in the 
area;

•  Highlight possible deficiencies and nutritional problems 
within the current diet;

•  Validate focus group discussion data collected as part of 
a Cost of the Diet assessment on the consumption of 
staple foods, livestock products and wild foods; 

•  Validate Cost of the Diet results on limiting nutrients.
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There are also several research tools with innovative software 
that collect similar data to the Cost of the Diet but use this 
data to do different calculations and provide different output 
such as optifoods and nutVal. Table 1 summarises the 
research tools similar to the Cost of the Diet and provide a 
comparison of: 

•  Study objectives and planning requirements;

•  Study subjects and sampling methods;

•  Data collection principles and methods;

•  Analysis and results. 

it is recommended that these are considered before 
proceeding with a Cost of the Diet assessment. Additional 
information on the tools described in Table 1 can be found 
from the following websites: 

•  Household Economy Analysis: www.feg-consulting.com/
hea and www.heawebsite.org

•  SMART survey: www.smartmethodology.org

•  optifood: www.fantaproject.org/tools/optifood

•  propAn: www.paho.org

•  nutVal: www.nutval.net

•  nutmeg: www.nutmeg-uk.com
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Cost of the Diet
Household  

Economy Analysis
SMART survey Optifood ProPAN NutVal Nutmeg

objective of method Estimates the amount of 
money required to buy local 
foods that meet average 
energy and recommended 
nutrient requirements for 
households and individual 
children > 2 years. Focus is 
on the afford-ability of the 
diet, specific foods containing 
essential nutrients, and 
models to reduce the cost, 
improve the quality and 
affordability of the diet.

provides a clear and 
accurate representation of 
the household economy in 
arbitrary wealth groups.

Assesses anthropometric 
status and mortality rate of 
children, usually during an 
emergency. optional food 
security component.

generates food-based 
complementary feeding 
recommendations that take 
into account nutrition, 
dietary patterns, and cost. 
identifies nutrient gaps and 
suggests combinations of 
foods that the local diet can 
fill, or come close to filling. 
it also helps to identify the 
limits to local foods to meet 
nutrient needs and tests 
strategies to fill nutrient 
gaps, such as using fortified 
foods or micronutrient 
powders.

A tool to design and 
evaluate interventions for 
improved complementary 
feeding. By combining data 
from the questionnaires 
propAn is able to identify 
specific issues and causes of 
suboptimal feeding practices 
and suggest tailored 
interventions

An Excel spreadsheet 
application to plan and 
monitor the nutritional 
content of general food aid 
rations. it calculates the 
nutrient content of 
different rations and 
compares them with 
recommended intake. it 
also includes a monitoring 
sheet to analyse on-site 
food distribution results.

A tool to plan menus and 
analyse recipes. The 
software identifies the 
causes of any excess or 
deficit in nutrients and 
suggests alternatives to 
replace foods, considering 
the cost implications.

Study area and specificity of 
data

Livelihood zone: may be >1 
in any given district; 
ecological or agricultural 
zone covering >1 district;

Livelihood zone: may be >1 
in any given district

District or administrative 
area

Dependant on targeted 
population

Dependant on targeted 
population

Ration distribution area Schools, hospitals, care 
homes, social services

information required for 
planning

Mapping of livelihood, 
ecological or agricultural 
zone; market and village 
location; typical house-hold 
size (HEA), income and 
expenditure data (HEA)

Mapping of livelihood zones, 
markets and villages

Map of districts and villages, 
with estimated population 
per village

Quantitative intakes of 
food; cost per 100g of food; 
edible portion sizes; food 
composition tables

Select communities that 
represent the target 
population and markets

Commodities and weight 
(g) per person per day 
included in the ration

Recipe ingredients

Study subjects possible to selecting any of 
237 individuals, including 
pregnant or lactating 
women. Software will 
analyse data for individuals or 
a household

A typical family Children 6-59 months and 
their mother

Children aged 6-8, 9-11 and 
12-32 months; pregnant 
and lactating women with 
children under 6 months

Children aged 1-24 months; 
caretakers

Whole population or 
disaggregated age groups; 
pregnant, lactating or HiV 
positive.

All ages dependant on 
target of the recipe

Sampling unit Community Community individuals within clusters 
e.g. village

Household Children <2, caretakers Ration area Menu

principle of sampling Centric area sampling, so 
geographical

Centric area sampling, so 
geographical

Random sample Random sample Random sample / systematic 
sampling

Dependant on emergency 
ration need

n/A

Weighting of sample no no population proportional to 
size

no no no n/A

Sample size calculation no no Yes Yes Yes no n/A

Basis of sampling purposeful, to capture 
typicality

purposeful, to capture 
typicality

prevalence of key 
parameters; precision; 
design effect (estimate of 
clustering)

purposeful, to capture 
typicality

purposeful, to capture 
typicality

Dependant on emergency 
ration need

n/A
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table 1. A summary and comparison of the cost of the diet method and other similar or complementary research tools.
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Cost of the Diet
Household  

Economy Analysis
SMART survey Optifood ProPAN NutVal Nutmeg

objective of method Estimates the amount of 
money required to buy local 
foods that meet average 
energy and recommended 
nutrient requirements for 
households and individual 
children > 2 years. Focus is 
on the afford-ability of the 
diet, specific foods containing 
essential nutrients, and 
models to reduce the cost, 
improve the quality and 
affordability of the diet.

provides a clear and 
accurate representation of 
the household economy in 
arbitrary wealth groups.

Assesses anthropometric 
status and mortality rate of 
children, usually during an 
emergency. optional food 
security component.

generates food-based 
complementary feeding 
recommendations that take 
into account nutrition, 
dietary patterns, and cost. 
identifies nutrient gaps and 
suggests combinations of 
foods that the local diet can 
fill, or come close to filling. 
it also helps to identify the 
limits to local foods to meet 
nutrient needs and tests 
strategies to fill nutrient 
gaps, such as using fortified 
foods or micronutrient 
powders.

A tool to design and 
evaluate interventions for 
improved complementary 
feeding. By combining data 
from the questionnaires 
propAn is able to identify 
specific issues and causes of 
suboptimal feeding practices 
and suggest tailored 
interventions

An Excel spreadsheet 
application to plan and 
monitor the nutritional 
content of general food aid 
rations. it calculates the 
nutrient content of 
different rations and 
compares them with 
recommended intake. it 
also includes a monitoring 
sheet to analyse on-site 
food distribution results.

A tool to plan menus and 
analyse recipes. The 
software identifies the 
causes of any excess or 
deficit in nutrients and 
suggests alternatives to 
replace foods, considering 
the cost implications.

Study area and specificity of 
data

Livelihood zone: may be >1 
in any given district; 
ecological or agricultural 
zone covering >1 district;

Livelihood zone: may be >1 
in any given district

District or administrative 
area

Dependant on targeted 
population

Dependant on targeted 
population

Ration distribution area Schools, hospitals, care 
homes, social services

information required for 
planning

Mapping of livelihood, 
ecological or agricultural 
zone; market and village 
location; typical house-hold 
size (HEA), income and 
expenditure data (HEA)

Mapping of livelihood zones, 
markets and villages

Map of districts and villages, 
with estimated population 
per village

Quantitative intakes of 
food; cost per 100g of food; 
edible portion sizes; food 
composition tables

Select communities that 
represent the target 
population and markets

Commodities and weight 
(g) per person per day 
included in the ration

Recipe ingredients

Study subjects possible to selecting any of 
237 individuals, including 
pregnant or lactating 
women. Software will 
analyse data for individuals or 
a household

A typical family Children 6-59 months and 
their mother

Children aged 6-8, 9-11 and 
12-32 months; pregnant 
and lactating women with 
children under 6 months

Children aged 1-24 months; 
caretakers

Whole population or 
disaggregated age groups; 
pregnant, lactating or HiV 
positive.

All ages dependant on 
target of the recipe

Sampling unit Community Community individuals within clusters 
e.g. village

Household Children <2, caretakers Ration area Menu

principle of sampling Centric area sampling, so 
geographical

Centric area sampling, so 
geographical

Random sample Random sample Random sample / systematic 
sampling

Dependant on emergency 
ration need

n/A

Weighting of sample no no population proportional to 
size

no no no n/A

Sample size calculation no no Yes Yes Yes no n/A

Basis of sampling purposeful, to capture 
typicality

purposeful, to capture 
typicality

prevalence of key 
parameters; precision; 
design effect (estimate of 
clustering)

purposeful, to capture 
typicality

purposeful, to capture 
typicality

Dependant on emergency 
ration need

n/A

table 1. A summary and comparison of the cost of the diet method and other similar or complementary research tools.
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Cost of the Diet
Household  

Economy Analysis
SMART survey Optifood ProPAN NutVal Nutmeg

Survey team Two to three teams of two 
people. Should be from the 
community, speak the local 
language and be able to read 
and write

Minimum of two teams of 
two people, should be 
experienced HEA 
practitioners (been on two 
HEA baseline trainings) 

Two to six teams of 3-4 
educated people. Should be 
from the community who 
speak the local language. 

Eight data collectors and 
three nutritionists (two field 
supervisors and one field 
coordinator) 

Eight-person teams including 
two supervisors and six field 
workers

none required n/A

principle of data collection Lowest cost of meeting 
average energy needs and 
recommended micronutrient 
intake from local foods

Food and income are 
converted into energy then 
expressed as cost of staple 
food and compared with 
estimated requirements

Representative data on key 
anthropometric indicators

Create food-based 
recommendations based on 
identified ‘problem 
nutrients’

identify problems related to 
young child nutrition, 
breastfeeding and 
complementary feeding

Calculate the nutrient 
content of food aid rations

identify the causes of any 
excess or deficiency in 
nutrients and suggest 
alternative foods to 
compensate.

Data collected price of foods per 100g; 
typical food habits.

Sources of food to meet 
energy requirements; 
sources of income and 
expenditure; coping 
strategies in times of shock

Anthropometric 
measurements; dietary 
habits; recent deaths

price of foods per 100g, 
quantitative portion size 
and food frequency data

nutritional intake of 
children, breastfeeding 
practices, and the feeding 
practices of their caretakers. 
The demographic and 
socioeconomic 
characteristics of their 
families and communities.

Ration content, family size 
and ration weight (g)

The foods and weight (g) 
using in the recipe

Data collection methods Survey in food markets; 
structured interviews and 
focus group discussions with 
representatives of each 
wealth group

Focus group discussions 
with community leaders and 
households representing 
wealth groups

individual measurements of 
subjects. Data recorded on 
weight, height, age, oedema 
and sometimes MUAC. Any 
deaths during the recall 
period in the household are 
recorded.

Survey in food markets; 
7-day qualitative 24-hour 
recall/ 24-hour recall and/or 
food frequency 
questionnaire

general survey, 24-h dietary 
recall, market survey, 
opportunistic observation, 
semi-structured interview, 
food attributes exercise 

Monitoring the nutritional 
composition of the planned 
ration

n/A

Summary outcome data Cost per 100g of foods; food 
availability and seasonality; 
food habits. 

By wealth group: affordability

By wealth group: sources of 
income and food; 
expenditure; risks to 
liveli-hoods and coping 
strategies. Map of markets.

For whole sample: 
prevalences with 95% Ci; 
dietary habits and diversity; 
death rate; coverage of 
services

Cost per 100g of foods; 
infant feeding habits

Anthropometric data; food 
habits (average servings and 
serving size)

Weight of commodity per 
person; nutritional content 
of ration

nutrient profile of recipe by 
food/ nutrients

Key analysis Descriptive: cost of diet; 
sources of key nutrients; 
nutrients that are hardest to 
meet specifications for

Analytical: predict the effect 
of changes and interventions 
(modelling)

Descriptive: income by 
wealth group

Analytical: predict the effect 
of changes and interventions 
(outcome analysis)

Descriptive: current 
situation; recent mortality 
rate

Analytical: associations 
between variables

Descriptive: cost of diet; 
sources of key nutrients; 
nutrients that are hardest 
to meet requirements for

Analytical: formulate 
food-based recomm-
endations (FBR) for a 
specific target group; 
predict the effect of 
micronutrient Sprinkles or 
fortified foods

Descriptive: identify 
problems related to young 
child nutrition, breastfeeding 
and complementary feeding; 
define the context in which 
these problems occur, 
barriers and enablers 

Analytical: behaviour change 
recommendations and 
nutritional recipes

Descriptive: sources of key 
nutrients

Analytical: predict if the 
rations meet nutritional 
needs

Descriptive: causes of 
nutritional imbalances 

Analytical: menu 
composition analysis:, cost 
and nutritional implications 
of changes in food

Disaggregation of data By arbitrary wealth groups By arbitrary wealth groups By age, sex though with 
lower precision

By age group By age group By age group and sex By food or nutrient

Limitations of data not statistically 
representative, hypothetical 
diets not current diet

not statistically 
representative; arbitrary 
classification of wealth 
groups

Unable to determine 
causality

Limited modelling 
functionality of software

Recommendations tested 
for a short period (1-2 
weeks), so only represent 
likelihood of uptake

By age group and sex

not specific to household 
composition, just size

Based on recipe content, but 
not consumption

period covered Describes season of survey 
and estimates price/100g per 
season

Describes a reference or 
normal year

Cross-sectional data 
describes state at time of 
survey

n/A n/A Ration distribution 
monitored dates

n/A
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Cost of the Diet
Household  

Economy Analysis
SMART survey Optifood ProPAN NutVal Nutmeg

Survey team Two to three teams of two 
people. Should be from the 
community, speak the local 
language and be able to read 
and write

Minimum of two teams of 
two people, should be 
experienced HEA 
practitioners (been on two 
HEA baseline trainings) 

Two to six teams of 3-4 
educated people. Should be 
from the community who 
speak the local language. 

Eight data collectors and 
three nutritionists (two field 
supervisors and one field 
coordinator) 

Eight-person teams including 
two supervisors and six field 
workers

none required n/A

principle of data collection Lowest cost of meeting 
average energy needs and 
recommended micronutrient 
intake from local foods

Food and income are 
converted into energy then 
expressed as cost of staple 
food and compared with 
estimated requirements

Representative data on key 
anthropometric indicators

Create food-based 
recommendations based on 
identified ‘problem 
nutrients’

identify problems related to 
young child nutrition, 
breastfeeding and 
complementary feeding

Calculate the nutrient 
content of food aid rations

identify the causes of any 
excess or deficiency in 
nutrients and suggest 
alternative foods to 
compensate.

Data collected price of foods per 100g; 
typical food habits.

Sources of food to meet 
energy requirements; 
sources of income and 
expenditure; coping 
strategies in times of shock

Anthropometric 
measurements; dietary 
habits; recent deaths

price of foods per 100g, 
quantitative portion size 
and food frequency data

nutritional intake of 
children, breastfeeding 
practices, and the feeding 
practices of their caretakers. 
The demographic and 
socioeconomic 
characteristics of their 
families and communities.

Ration content, family size 
and ration weight (g)

The foods and weight (g) 
using in the recipe

Data collection methods Survey in food markets; 
structured interviews and 
focus group discussions with 
representatives of each 
wealth group

Focus group discussions 
with community leaders and 
households representing 
wealth groups

individual measurements of 
subjects. Data recorded on 
weight, height, age, oedema 
and sometimes MUAC. Any 
deaths during the recall 
period in the household are 
recorded.

Survey in food markets; 
7-day qualitative 24-hour 
recall/ 24-hour recall and/or 
food frequency 
questionnaire

general survey, 24-h dietary 
recall, market survey, 
opportunistic observation, 
semi-structured interview, 
food attributes exercise 

Monitoring the nutritional 
composition of the planned 
ration

n/A

Summary outcome data Cost per 100g of foods; food 
availability and seasonality; 
food habits. 

By wealth group: affordability

By wealth group: sources of 
income and food; 
expenditure; risks to 
liveli-hoods and coping 
strategies. Map of markets.

For whole sample: 
prevalences with 95% Ci; 
dietary habits and diversity; 
death rate; coverage of 
services

Cost per 100g of foods; 
infant feeding habits

Anthropometric data; food 
habits (average servings and 
serving size)

Weight of commodity per 
person; nutritional content 
of ration

nutrient profile of recipe by 
food/ nutrients

Key analysis Descriptive: cost of diet; 
sources of key nutrients; 
nutrients that are hardest to 
meet specifications for

Analytical: predict the effect 
of changes and interventions 
(modelling)

Descriptive: income by 
wealth group

Analytical: predict the effect 
of changes and interventions 
(outcome analysis)

Descriptive: current 
situation; recent mortality 
rate

Analytical: associations 
between variables

Descriptive: cost of diet; 
sources of key nutrients; 
nutrients that are hardest 
to meet requirements for

Analytical: formulate 
food-based recomm-
endations (FBR) for a 
specific target group; 
predict the effect of 
micronutrient Sprinkles or 
fortified foods

Descriptive: identify 
problems related to young 
child nutrition, breastfeeding 
and complementary feeding; 
define the context in which 
these problems occur, 
barriers and enablers 

Analytical: behaviour change 
recommendations and 
nutritional recipes

Descriptive: sources of key 
nutrients

Analytical: predict if the 
rations meet nutritional 
needs

Descriptive: causes of 
nutritional imbalances 

Analytical: menu 
composition analysis:, cost 
and nutritional implications 
of changes in food

Disaggregation of data By arbitrary wealth groups By arbitrary wealth groups By age, sex though with 
lower precision

By age group By age group By age group and sex By food or nutrient

Limitations of data not statistically 
representative, hypothetical 
diets not current diet

not statistically 
representative; arbitrary 
classification of wealth 
groups

Unable to determine 
causality

Limited modelling 
functionality of software

Recommendations tested 
for a short period (1-2 
weeks), so only represent 
likelihood of uptake

By age group and sex

not specific to household 
composition, just size

Based on recipe content, but 
not consumption

period covered Describes season of survey 
and estimates price/100g per 
season

Describes a reference or 
normal year

Cross-sectional data 
describes state at time of 
survey

n/A n/A Ration distribution 
monitored dates

n/A
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The Cost of the Diet is a bespoke computer programme 
that applies linear programming to estimate the amount, 
combination and cost of foods that are needed to provide 
individuals or families with their average needs for energy 
and their recommended intakes of protein, fat and 
micronutrients. This combination and amount of foods is 
called a ‘nutritious diet’ and is the basis of a cost of a Cost 
of the Diet assessment.

The software is written using Delphi XE4© and 
incorporates an open access solver (lp_solve version 
5.5.2.0) which estimates the cost of the diet by applying 
linear optimisation routines to mathematical equations 
explained in detail in Annex 1 to minimise cost while 
meeting specifications for energy and nutrients and 
amounts of food. iv

2.1 The data required and the assumptions 
made by the Cost of the Diet software

This section describes the information required by the 
software to calculate the cost of a nutritious diet and where 
these data come from. it also lists and explains the nutrients 
that are included in an analysis to generate the mixture of 
foods. Finally the assumptions that the software makes 
during the calculations are described. 

To calculate a diet, the software requires the following 
information: 

•  The division of a year into up to six periods or seasons, 
usually identified during interviews with key informants 
or taken from an HEA and entered into the software;

•  The average price per 100g of all foods on sale  
in local markets in each period of a year or season,  
usually obtained during a market survey in the 
assessment area and entered into the software;

•  The energy and nutrient composition of all local foods, 
obtained from the inbuilt food composition tables,  
or added to the software when new foods are  
identified and composition data are available;

•  The average energy intake of each individual 
recommended by the WHo, obtained from the  
inbuilt energy specifications database and adjustable 
between the 1st and 99th percentile;

•  The intake of protein per kilogram of body weight 
recommended by the WHo, adjustable between  
the 1st and 99th percentile, then calculated based  
on body weight;

•  The intakes of nine vitamins and four minerals for  
each individual recommended by the WHo, obtained 
from the inbuilt nutrient specifications database  
and adjustable individually or collectively between  
the 1st and 99th percentile;

•  The maximum amounts of energy and specific 
micronutrients that can be consumed by each individual 
each day, obtained from an inbuilt database;

•  The minimum and maximum frequency with which each 
food can be consumed each week to replicate typical 
local dietary habits, reported during interviews and focus 
group discussions and entered into the software;

•  The typical weight of food portions obtained from an 
inbuilt database for a fixed individual and then scaled 
according to average energy specifications, so to limit  
the amounts that can be consumed at any one meal.

The software includes parameters for energy and the 
following nutrients in calculations, with their units: 

•  Energy (kcal)
•  protein (g)
•  Fat (g)
•  Vitamin A (µg retinol equivalents)
•  Vitamin C (mg)
•  Vitamin B1 (mg)
•  Vitamin B2 (mg)
•  niacin (mg niacin equivalents)
•  pantothenic acid (mg)
•  Vitamin B6 (mg)
•  Folic acid (µg DFE)
•  Vitamin B12 (µg)
•  Calcium (mg)
•  iron (mg)
•  Magnesium (mg)
•  Zinc (mg) 

These nutrients are included because there are published 
recommended intakes v for individuals, and data on their 
concentration is usually included in food composition tables. 
A number of nutrients are not included mostly because 
values are not given in food composition tables, specifically: 
biotin, iodine, vitamin D, vitamin E and vitamin K. The 
calculations do not include values for essential fatty acids or 
amino acids.

2.1.1 Data requirements and integrated databases

The software contains four databases of values used in 
calculations: 

•  The energy and nutrient specifications of individuals 
specified by the WHo; 

•  The nutrient composition of foods from food tables; 

•  The weight of portions of foods; 

•  Standard Cost of the Diet families aligned with typical 
families identified during an HEA for Asia and in the rest 
of the world. 

Each database is introduced in the following sections and 
more details are given in Annexes 2 to 9. 

iv The equations have been checked by Dr. paul parham and Tommy Allieri of imperial College, London
v By the World Health organization and the Food and Agricultural organization
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2.1.1.1 energy and nutrient specifications of individuals 
and households

The software contains a database of the average intake of 
energy and the recommended intake of micronutrients for 
237 individuals: 

•  Boys, girls and a child of either sex aged 1-5 months, 6-8 
months, 9-11 months and 12-23 months; 

•  Boys, girls and a child of either sex aged 2-18 years, by 
year of age; 

•  Men aged 19-29, 30-59 or 60+ years  
– with a body weight of 50 to 90kg in 5 kg intervals  
–  for three levels of physical activity (light moderate  

and vigorous); 

•  Women aged 19-29, 30-59 or 60+ years  
– with a body weight of 45 to 85kg in 5 kg intervals  
–  for three levels of physical activity (light moderate and 

vigorous).1 

There are also data for the additional energy and nutrients 
specified during three stages each of pregnancy or lactation. 
These specifications can be added to any woman in the 
database to create a pregnant or lactating woman (pLW)  
at each stage of pregnancy or lactation. 

The software can select an unlimited number of individuals 
to create a group, such as might live in a household: an adult 
male father, an adult female mother, and any number of 
children aged up to 18 years. other members can be added, 
such as an elderly adult woman to represent a mother-in- 
law, or additional adult women in places where polygamy 
occurs. Any such group is called a ‘household’ and the    
number of individuals in a household is often obtained  
from an HEA which reports the typical family size by  
wealth group during an analysis. The choice of individuals  
to achieve alignment with an HEA is described in section 
2.1.1.8. 

Energy specifications

The needs of individuals for energy are specified as the 
estimated average requirements (EAR) published by the 
World Health organization1 and are the default values in 
the software. This means that the probability that the 
energy needs of any given individual are met is 0.5 or 50%. 

Version 2 of the software allows the manual adjustment of 
the amounts of energy for each individual vi or collectively for 
all individuals selected to between the 1st and 99th percentile 
of the recommended intake. The table in Annex 2 shows the 
values of percentiles equivalent to standard deviations and 
vice versa which can be applied to investigate the effect of 
the WHo recommendations on the cost of the diet.

Because no standard deviations of average energy intakes 
are available, a typical coefficient of variation (CV) of 15%1 
has been applied as default to estimate the standard deviation 
from the average energy requirement (AVg) and then adjust 
the amount of energy to a specified percentile (pCT) by 
applying a mathematical function to calculate the inverse of 
the standard normal cumulative distribution (inV)vii as follows:

(1) Energy = EAR + ((AVg * CV) * (inV(pCT/100))

So to calculate the 80th percentile of energy intake for a 
person with an average energy intake of 2,500 kcal:

Energy = 2500 + (2500 * 0.15) * inV(80/100)

   = 2500 + (375 * 0.842)

   = 2500 + 816

   = 2816 kcal

The default coefficient of variation of 15% cannot be adjusted.

An upper limit has been set for the daily amount of energy 
that the software can include in the diet. The limit is set at 
the average energy requirement but can be adjusted by the 
user between the 1st and 99th percentile viii. This may be 
useful when estimating the range in costs of an energy only 
diet (section 2.2.1) to provide a range in energy per person, 
or to add an extra amount of energy to examine the effects 
of heavy physical activity or needs during convalescence.

Protein specifications

The needs of individuals for protein are specified as the 95th 
percentile of the distribution of requirements per kg body 
weight2 multiplied by body weight, and is the default value 
in the software. This means that the probability that any 
given individual’s protein needs are met is 0.95 or 95%. 

The exceptions are children aged 1- 6 months. For these 
individuals the recommended daily intake of protein is 
calculated from the quantity of protein contained in the 
amount of breast milk required to meet recommended 
average energy requirements. This is based on the 
assumption that the amount of protein in breast milk is 
sufficient to meet the needs of all infants in this age range.

Version 2 of the software allows the manual adjustment of 
the amounts of protein for each individualvi or collectively 
to between the 1st and 99th percentile of the recommended 
intake for protein intake, calculated per kilogram of body 
weight. The table in Annex 2 shows the values of 
percentiles equivalent to standard deviations and vice versa 
which can be applied to investigate the effect of the WHo 
recommendations on the cost of the diet.

vi Apart from children aged 1-12 months
vii This function can be generated in Excel using the noRMSinV or noRM.S.inV functions
viii  For example if the EAR was 500 kcals the software would need to meet this but cannot exceed it
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The default value in the calculations is the 95th percentile, as 
recommended by the WHo2. To do this calculation the 
software applies the estimated average requirement (EAR) 
and standard deviation (SD) of protein per kilogram of 
body weight specified by the WHo and the inverse of the 
standard normal cumulative distribution (inV) to calculate 
the percentile of protein intake per kg body weight:

(2) protein (g/kg) = EAR + (SD * (inV(pCT/100)))

The amount of protein is then multiplied by the body 
weight of adults, which is specified in the values given by the 
WHo for average energy intake, and ranges from 45-85 kg 
for women and 45-90 kg for men in 5 kg intervals.1 The 
body weight of children is taken from the median values 
published by the WHo for boys and girls by month of age 
from zero to 19 y of age in the standard growth references.ix 
The weight of children of either sex and the same age is 
taken as the midpoint between the median weight of boys 
and girls. The body weight of children in a range in age used 
in the software is calculated from the mid point in weight of 
boys and girls at the midpoint in the age range. For example 
the weight of a child of either sex aged 12-23 months is 
taken to be the midpoint between the weight of a boy and 
a girl aged 18 months published by the WHoix.

To calculate the weight of protein required each day by any 
given individual, the weight of protein required per kilogram 
is multiplied by body weight:

(3) protein (g/day) = protein (g/kg) * body weight (kg)

To calculate the 95th percentile of protein intake for a 
person weighing 50 kg with a mean requirement of 0.66 g/
kg/day and a standard deviation of 0.09 using equations (2) 
and (3):

protein g/kg  = 0.66 + (0.09 * 1.6449)

  = 0.66 + 0.148

  = 0.808

protein g/day = 50 * 0.808 

  = 40.4 g

Fat specifications

The needs of individuals for fat are specified as a minimum 
and maximum percentage of energy intake which is 
converted into grams of fat by applying an energy density of 
9 kcal/g, and vary by age group.3 The software aims to 
include in the diet a minimum amount of fat as a percentage 
of energy but not to exceed a maximum, also set as a 
percentage of energy. The default values applied in the 
software are specified as follows: 

•  For children aged 1 to 6 months the minimum amount 
of fat is based upon the quantity contained in the 
amount of breast milk required to meet recommended 
average energy requirements; the maximum is set at 
60% of energy specifications for this age group, as 
recommended.3

•  For children aged between 6 and 23 months it is 
recommended that the percentage of energy from fat 
reduces gradually from 40-60% to 25-35% so it has been 
set at: a minimum of 35% and a maximum of 50% for 
children aged 6-8 months and 9-11 months; and a 
minimum of 30% and a maximum of 40% for children 
aged12-23 months.3 

•  For individuals aged 2 to 18 years it is recommended 
that a minimum of 25% and a maximum of 35% energy 
comes from fat.3 

•  For adults aged 19 to 60+ years it is recommended that 
a minimum of 20% of energy and a maximum of 35% of 
energy comes from fat.3 

Version 2 of the software allows the manual adjustment of 
the amounts of fat for each individualvi or collectively to 
between 1% and 99% of energy from fat. 

Micronutrient specifications

The needs of individuals for each vitamin and mineral are 
specified as the recommended nutrient intake (Rni) 
published by the WHo4 and are the default values in the 
software. The default amounts for all except vitamin A, 
which is expressed as a recommended safe intake, are set 
at 2 standard deviations above the estimated average 
requirement. This is equivalent to the 97.725th percentile 
of the normal distribution of individual specifications, so the 
probability that any given individual’s needs are met is 
0.97725 or 97.725%. This specification serves to drive up 
the cost of foods for diets that are set to meet the default 
micronutrients specifications.

Version 2 of the Cost of the Diet software allows the 
adjustment of the recommended intakes of all micronutrients 
except for pantothenic acid and magnesium x between the 
1st and the 99th percentiles for all individuals aged >12 
months. The table in Annex 2 shows the values of 
percentiles equivalent to standard deviations and vice versa 
which can be applied to investigate the effect of the WHo 
recommendations on the cost of the diet.

For all micronutrients the Rni is divided by a published 
conversion factor5 (FAC) to calculate the estimated average 
requirement (EAR):

(4) EAR = Rni / FAC

The standard deviation is thus half the difference between the 
EAR and the Rni, assuming a normal distribution. To calculate 
the amount equivalent to a percentile, a mathematical 
function is applied in the software to calculate the inverse  
of the standard normal cumulative distribution (inV) for  
the percentile (pCT) expressed as a probability e.g. 50th 
percentile = 0.5. This function is then used as a multiplier  
to calculate the amount of nutrient that is equivalent to  
the percentile of the normal distribution as follows:

(5) percentile amount = EAR + (inV(pCT/100) * (Rni – 
((Rni/FAC))/2)))

ix   Median weight values for children aged 0-10 years are taken from the WHo growth reference 2007. Median weight values for children aged 10-18 

years are taken from WHo measuring change in nutritional status, 1983
x  no conversion factors are published for these nutrients
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For example, to calculate the 80th percentile of a nutrient 
with an Rni of 400 and a conversion factor of 1.4:

EAR = Rni / FAC = 400 / 1.4 = 286

then: inV(pCT/100) = inV(80/100) = inV(0.8) = 0.84

percentile amount = 286 + (0.84 * ((400 – (400/1.4)/2))

   = 286 + (0.84 * (400 – 286)/2)

   = 286 + (0.84 * (114/2)

   = 286 + (0.84 * 57)

   = 286 + 48

   = 334

Upper limits to the daily amounts of several micronutrients 
have also been specified where evidence suggests that 
nutrients could be toxic or have harmful effects. The 
nutrients are: vitamin A,6 vitamin C,7 niacin,8 calcium,7  
and iron.6 The software will not allow these limits to    
be exceeded and if they are met for one nutrient the 
specifications for other nutrients may not be reached, 
despite the availability of foods that could provide these 
missing nutrients. The upper limits can be viewed in the 
energy and nutrient specifications database but are greater 
than the Rni and cannot be adjusted in the software.

2.1.1.2 nutrient composition of foods

The software contains a database of 3,580 foods and 
supplements derived from four main food tables: the 
Worldfood Dietary Assessment System published by the 
Food and Agriculture organization (FAo) which contains 
data on foods from six countries (Egypt, Kenya, india, 
indonesia, Mexico and Senegal);9 a table of foods published 
by the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA);10 
a table of foods from West Africa;11 and a table of foods 
from Bangladesh published by the University of Dhaka and 
used with permission.12 The food tables can be viewed 
within the software and constitute a useful source of 
dietary information.

Because the food table contains many of the same foods with 
slightly different nutrient values, version 2 of the software 
provides data on average values for many common foods 
calculated from the individual foods in the Worldfood 
Dietary Assessment database. The values for these ‘CotD’ 
foods can be used when analysing generic foods or if no 
national or local food composition data are appropriate.  
it is recommended that the values for the ‘CotD’ foods  
are used when comparing analyses between countries. 

Within the food composition table are data published by 
manufacturers on the nutrient composition of 54 
supplements including infant formulas, ready-to-use-
therapeutic foods and micronutrient powders.13 14 15 16 17 

    Energy (kcal)   Vitamin A (µg RE)   Calcium (mg) 

  protein (g)   Vitamin C (mg)   Absorbed calcium (mg) 

  Fat (g)   Vitamin B1 (mg)   Copper (mg) 

  Carbohydrate (g)   Vitamin B2 (mg)   iron (mg) 

  Saturated fatty acids (g)   niacin (mg nE)   Absorbed iron (mg)  

  Mono saturated fatty acids (g)   pantothenic acid (mg)   phosphorus (mg) 

  poly unsaturated fatty acids (g)   Vitamin B6 (mg)   potassium (mg) 

  Cholesterol (mg)   Folic acid (µg DFE)   Manganese (µg) 

  Dietary fibre (g)   Vitamin B12 (µg)   Magnesium (mg) 

  Sucrose (g)   Vitamin D (mg)   Selenium (µg) 

  phytate (mg)   Vitamin E (mg)   Sodium (mg) 

  Vitamin K (µg)   Zinc (mg)

Data on the following nutrients have been included when available for both food and supplements per 100g:

if there are no data for a nutrient in a food, the cell will be 
empty in the database when viewed in the software. The 
food table can be viewed on its own and is a useful resource.

Each food has been classified by food group, for which there 
are three subdivisions: major, minor and sub-group. These 
classifications have been based on terms applied by the 
European Commission/FAo,18 the World Food programme19 
and the European Food Safety Authority.20 A full list of the 
food groups and divisions can be found in Annex 3.

Absorption factors and bioavailability

The absorption of iron and calcium from the diet is reduced 
by substances such as phytate and oxalate in plant foods, so a 
proportion of these nutrients are not bioavailable from foods 
consumed. Absorption factors have been applied to each 
food in the database to take into account the bioavailability of 
these nutrients from the diet. Annexes 4 and 5 give details of 
these factors, which are applied by food group, and the 
sources of the values.
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Several factors are known to reduce the bioavailability  
of zinc, including phytate and oxalate, while other factors 
promote the absorption of zinc, including protein.4  
Users have the ability to change both the percentile of  
the Rni for zinc and change the degree of absorption  
of zinc from the diet between low, moderate and high 
bioavailability, depending on the diet of households in  
the assessment area. For example, if households typically 
consume a diet rich in vegetables containing oxalate or 
phytate such as spinach and cereals, the bioavailability 
setting for zinc could be changed from moderate, which  
is the default, to low, which increases the amount of this 
nutrient that the software needs to meet. 

Utilisation

This term describes losses of nutrients during storage, food 
processing and cooking. These losses are not included in a 
Cost of the Diet assessment unless cooked foods are 
selected for analysis and those cooked foods have nutrient 
values that account for such losses. To investigate the effect 
of the loss of nutrients the new foods would need to be 
added manually to the software. The fact that the Rni is set 
to 2 SD above the mean requirement may allow for losses 
during cooking.

Edible proportions

This describes the proportion of each raw food bought in a 
market that is edible. For example if an estimated 69% of a 
whole banana is edible, the edible portion size scaling factor 
is 0.69. This factor is applied to raw food when calculating 
how much energy and nutrients it provides in this form:

(6) Edible portion (g) = raw weight of food (g) * scaling 
factor 

These factors have been derived from the Bangladesh12  
and West Africa11 food composition tables. Edible portion 
size factors have been applied to every food embedded 
within the software but for many foods this value is 1.0, 
indicating that all the food is edible.

The scaling factors help users to understand not just the 
quantity of food that would need to be consumed in its 
edible form, but the quantity of food that needs to be 
bought from the market to produce this edible quantity. 
The tables of results produced by the software show the 
weight of edible food that is calculated to meet energy and 
nutrient specifications and the weight of each raw food that 
needs to be bought in the market.

2.1.1.3 Portion sizes and portion scaling factors

The amount of any single food that can be consumed at  
any one meal and in total over any given period is limited  
by applying a maximum portion size. This is calculated for 
each individual by applying to a base or standard portion 
size for each food a scaling factor proportional to energy 
specifications. This serves to prevent the software from 
adding an amount of any given food that would be too 
bulky to consume at a meal.

The standard portion sizes for all food groups are based on 
portion sizes for a child aged 1-3 years. The weight of these 
food portions is calculated by dividing 2 SD above the 
average energy requirement for the individual by the 
average energy requirement of the child aged 1-3 years:

(7) portion size scaling factor  = Mean + 2SD energy 
requirement of individual

 

(8) Maximum portion size (g) =  portion size for 1-3 y child 
* scaling factor

The numerator in equation (8) is set at 2 SD above the mean 
to allow for people with a large energy requirement based on 
the assumption that they can meet their daily energy needs 
from food with an energy density of 1.0 kcal/g. x i

Thus for a food with a portion size of 20 g and for an 
individual whose energy requirement 2 SD above the mean 
is 3,750 kcal, the maximum weight of that food per meal is:

Maximum portion size = 20 * (3750/1038.5) = 72 g

The base or standard portion sizes do not represent the 
average or typical amounts of any given food that can be 
eaten by a child aged 1-3 years, which would be larger if the 
mean values derived from a portion size database were 
applied.20 if values are large (>100g) then the software can 
meet nutrient specifications from only a few foods and the 
dietary variety is small; if the values are small (<20g) then 
the software is forced to add additional foods in similarly 
small amounts, some of which are more costly than the 
least expensive but most nutritious alternatives. However 
this contributes to the diversity of the diet and is more 
typical of what people eat over a period of time. 

The portion sizes and their scaling factors have an impact 
on the amounts of staple foods selected by the software 
and are not calculated to replicate the dietary habits of 
poor people, many of whom may obtain >70% of their 
energy from a single staple food. The portion sizes are 
chosen to try to create a balance between dietary diversity 
and moderate amounts of food and are based on a 
recommended maximum energy intake of 50% from 
carbohydrate foods, 30% from fats, 10% from fruit and 
vegetables and 10% from protein foods. For example, the 
default portion size for rice is calculated as follows:

50% of the average energy intake of a child aged 1-3 y  
   = 1038.5 * 0.5 
   =  519 kcal/d

Divided by the average energy density of rice 
     =  519/2.81 
   = 184 g/d

Divided into a maximum of three meals 
   = 184/3 
   = 61g (rounded to 60g)

xi  This is the mid point between 0.6 and 1.5, which are the thresholds set by the British nutrition Foundations  

(2009: http://www.nutrition.org.uk/healthyliving/fuller/what-is-energy-density) for a low energy density diet

Mean energy requirement of child 1-3 y
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The exceptions to this rule are: milk powder, supplements 
and infant foods, sugar, honey and confectionary, herbs, 
spices, salt, flavourings and condiments and beverages. 

The baseline portion size for milk powder is based upon 
the quantity needed to make the baseline portion of milk, 
which is 100g. This ensures that when scaled up for other 
individuals the quantity of milk powder remains 
proportionate to the quantity of milk specified for an 
individual. 

All foods specified in the ‘supplements and infant foods’ 
food group are dosage specific depending on the individual. 
The default portion size for these foods is therefore 1g and 
users should change this according to the steps outlined in 
section 5.8.5.2. 

The portion size for salt is based on the recommendation 
that a child aged 1-3 years should consume no more than 
of 2g salt per day.21 

The portion size for sugar, herbs, spices and flavourings is 
set at 1g to prevent the software including large quantities 
of these foods. The portion size for honey, confectionary 
and condiments is set at 5g for the same reason. The 
portion size for beverages has been set at 1g but users 
should change this depending on local circumstances as 
described in section 5.8.5.2.

The default values for the portion sizes applied in the 
software are shown in Annex 6. 

if actual portion sizes are wanted for an assessment the 
software includes a database of standard portion sizes 
which have been calculated using a combination of the 
European Food Safety Authority’s Comprehensive 
European Food Consumption Database20 and a review of 
portion data by Save the Children. The mean portion size 
values for toddlers (aged 1-3 years) generated from surveys 
in seven member states (Belgium, Bulgaria, Finland, 
germany, italy netherlands and Spain20) for the European 
database have been used for the majority of portion sizes 
for food groups and sub groups. Missing data has been 
supplemented by data for children aged 1-3 years from: 
Bangladesh,23 ghana,23 great Britain,24 ireland,25 Latin 
America,23 26 South Africa,27 South Asia,26 Tanzania,28 USA,29 
and West Africa.26 Annex 7 shows the portion sizes and 
references used for each food group category.

The following portion sizes for breast milk are automatically 
included in the diet by the software for the nine children of 
either sex aged 6-23 months: 

Boy, girl or child aged 6-8 months: 635g/day

Boy, girl or child aged 9-11 months: 583g/day

Boy, girl or child aged 12-23 months: 532g/day

These portion sizes have been calculated based upon 
WHo recommendations that complementary foods should 
provide 200 kcal a day for infants aged 6–8 months, 300 
kcal a day for infants aged 9–11 months, and 550 kcal a day 
for children aged 12–23, so the remainder is assumed to 
come from breast milk.30 

The portion sizes are adjustable but, as they drive the 
diversity of foods and the cost of the diet, they should not 
be changed if data are to be compared between 
assessments and, if they have been changed from the 
default values, they need to be reported with the data on 
costs so that the analysis can be replicated.

if practitioners want to collect their own data on portion 
sizes it is recommended that the propAn31 guidance is used 
to collect such data as it includes a comprehensive 
description about doing 24 hour recall assessments, 
including estimating portion sizes. it is important to note 
that the portion sizes should be collected for children aged 
1-3 years to ensure that the portion size scaling factors 
remain relevant for version 2 of the Cost of the Diet 
software. A description of how to do this in the software 
can be found in section 5.8.5.2.

2.1.1.4 limits to the number of times foods can be 
included in the diet 

The number of times per week a food can be included in  
a diet is limited by applying minimum and maximum values, 
called constraints. For example, if the minimum constraint 
for chicken egg is set at 7 and the maximum is set at 14 this 
means that the software must include chicken egg in the 
diet no less than 7 times a week (once a day) but no more 
than 14 times a week (twice a day).

For the energy only, macronutrient and nutritious diets (see 
section 2.2) the minimum and maximum constraints are set 
at defaults of 0 and 21 for all foods. This gives the software 
the option to include or exclude a food from the diet 
(because the minimum constraint is 0) but cannot include  
a food more than 21 times a week (three meals a day). 

For the food habits nutritious diet (section 2.2.4), the minimum 
and maximum constraints are adjusted for each food to 
create a diet that captures typical dietary habits. These 
constraints are derived from a one hour interview and focus 
group discussion with women. See section 4.6 for more 
details on how these constraints are calculated for this diet. 

2.1.1.5 limits to the number of times food groups can be 
included in the diet 

The number of times per week a food from any given food 
group can be included in the diet is limited by applying a 
maximum food group constraint. This enables the user to 
adjust the frequency with which food groups can be 
consumed in a period of a week. For all diets the maximum 
frequency is set at a default value of 105 times per week 
for all food groups. This gives the software the option to 
include up to 5 foods from a food group for 3 meals a day, 
7 days a week. 

2.1.1.6 limits to the total quantity of food included in 
the diet

Although the human stomach can stretch to accommodate 
a large meal, there is a physical limit to the amount of food 
that can be consumed. 
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As there are no published data on the maximum capacity of 
the stomach for each individual whose data are applied in 
the software, an empirical approach has been taken based 
on the assumption that someone with a large requirement 
for energy could satisfy their requirement from a diet with 
a relatively low average energy density. 

To calculate this weight, an upper limit has been based on 
the amount of food required to provide energy that is two 
standard deviations above the average energy requirement 
for each individual specified in the software, divided by a typical 
energy density for the diet. The energy density has been 
calculated based on the age and likely diet of the individual.

For children under the age of 6 months the maximum 
weight of breast milk consumed has been calculated by 
dividing an energy requirement of 2SD above the mean by 
an average energy density of breast milk of 0.67 kcal/100g. 

For children aged 6-23 months the maximum weight of 
food has been calculated as the weight of complementary 
foods with an assumed energy density of 1.0 kcal/g plus the 
recommended intake of breast milk calculated using an 
energy density of 0.67 kcal/g. 

For children aged 2 - 18 years and all men and women the 
maximum weight of food has been calculated by dividing an 
energy requirement that is 2 SD above the mean by an 
assumed energy density of the diet of 1.0 kcal/g.11

2.1.1.7 Volume to weight conversion factors

A factor to convert the volume of a fluid to a weight has 
been applied to every liquid food in the food composition 
database.32 The factor for each food, which is the density 
per gram, is used as a multiplier by the software to convert 
foods that are measured in millilitres during a market survey 
to a weight in grams and then to a price per 100g. This is 
important for food such as oils which have a specific gravity 
less than 1.0. For example, as maize oil has a density of 0.92 
g/mL at 25°C: 100 mL of maize oil = 100 x 0.92 = 92g

2.1.1.8 standard families for analysis and comparison

Version 2 of the Cost of the Diet software allows users to 
specify the members of a typical family or household whose 
specifications for energy and micronutrients need to be 
met using foods available in local markets. The families have 
been selected to be aligned with families chosen in an HEA. 

An HEA expresses all cash income and food grown by 
different wealth groups as a percentage of the energy 
needs of members of a typical family in the wealth group 
based on a daily requirement of 2,100 kcal/person/day, 
irrespective of age. This amount is estimated to meet the 
energy needs of a typical population in a developing 
country, assuming a standard population distribution, body 
size, ambient temperature and light physical activity. 

To align the Cost of the Diet and HEA methods, the Cost 
of the Diet method has selected a family of the same 
number of individuals (n) as selected by the HEA that 
require as close to the total energy requirement of n x 
2,100 kcal as possible. 

This alignment of the two methods enables data on the 
cost of the diet to be compared with data on income 
generated by an HEA in order to estimate the affordability 
of the diet, usually expressed as a percentage of total 
income. if the energy requirement of a family used to 
estimate the cost of the diet was greater or smaller than 
the total energy requirement used to estimate a 
household’s income or expenditure in an HEA, then the 
affordability of the diet would be either under- or over-
estimated. When data on the cost of the diet are to be 
compared with data from an HEA, the HEA/CotD families 
should be selected for analysis in the software to ensure 
that the methods are aligned and data can reliably be 
compared.

Version 2 of the software includes a database of 14 families 
aligned with the HEA based on total average requirements. 
Seven of these families are specific to Asia, as each includes 
a woman aged 60+y to represent a mother-in-law, and 
ranges from 4 to 10 members in total; the other seven 
families can be used in the rest of the world and exclude 
the elderly woman but also range from 4 to 10 members. 
These households always include a child aged 12-23 
months, a lactating woman and an adult man. 

if any other families are required to be aligned with an 
HEA, then the total daily average energy requirement 
should be as close to n x 2,100, where n is the number of 
individuals in the typical family identified during the HEA.

There are advantages in using these standard families in a 
Cost of the Diet assessment. 

First, this aligns the HEA and Cost of the Diet methods 
based on total average energy requirements so that data 
generated by the HEA can be used for calculations in a 
Cost of the Diet assessment, particularly affordability (see 
section 6.6). 

Second, these families could be used to show how the Cost 
of the Diet changes depending on household size.

Third, these families (with an average of 2,100 kcals per 
person) are aligned with the amount of energy used by 
agencies such as the UnHCR, the WFp and UniCEF to 
calculate energy requirements when designing food rations. 
A Cost of the Diet assessment thus offers a way of 
calculating a ration to meet specified energy needs based 
on local foods at the lowest cost. This presumes that local 
foods are available, which they may not be during an 
emergency.

Fourth, if all Cost of the Diet assessments used standard 
families then data could be compared between livelihood 
zones in the same country or even between countries, 
although this would require standardisation in terms of 
currency. This can be achieved by setting the currency 
conversion factor to United States dollars (USD) simply to 
compare the costs in that currency. Because exchange rates 
fluctuate and differ depending on whether currency in 
being bought or sold, we recommend using either the most 
recent average annual rate published by the World Bank or 
apply the average annual rate for 2005. The 2005 dollar 
exchange rate in each country is used for comparing 
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purchasing power parity and as a benchmark for 
international comparisons of poverty. The rates can be 
found here: http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/PA.nus.
fcrf

The Cost of the Diet method offers the potential for 
indices of purchasing power based on diets specified to 
meet needs of individuals for energy or energy and 
micronutrients. This will be a future development. 

The composition of these HEA/CotD standard families is 
shown in Annex 8 and 9 with their total average energy 
requirement.

2.2 The diets calculated by the software 

The term ‘diet’ is used here to describe the foods selected 
by the software to meet the recommended intakes of energy, 
protein, fat and micronutrients based on specifications to limit 
the intake of foods and nutrients to avoid toxicity. 

The diets can be calculated for any of the 237 individuals 
whose specifications for energy and nutrients are specified 
in the software, or new individuals can be added. A 
combination of individuals is called a family, because it is 
usually based on at least two adults and a number of 
children, but this can be modified as required. 

The software can calculate the lowest cost of four standard, 
theoretical diets:

•  A diet that meets only recommended average energy 
specifications, called an energy only diet; 

•  A diet that meets recommended intakes for energy, 
protein and fat, called a macronutrient diet; 

•  A diet that meets recommended intakes for energy, 
protein, fat and 13 micronutrients, called a nutritious 
diet; 

•  A diet that meets recommended intakes for energy, 
protein, fat and 13 micronutrients based upon typical 
dietary habits of households in the assessment site, 
called a food habits nutritious diet.

only the last standard diet selects foods in amounts that 
are likely to be consumed by individuals; the others are 
calculated simply to meet the specifications for 
combinations of energy, macronutrients and micronutrients.

2.2.1 Energy only diet

in this standard specification the software calculates a diet 
at lowest cost that meets only the average energy 
requirements of the individual or family. The analysis is not 
used to promote an energy only diet because it is unlikely 
to be nutritious, but it is useful to illustrate:

•  The potential for micronutrient deficiencies in a diet that 
provides energy only;

•  The additional cost of meeting all nutrient specifications, 
including micronutrients, in addition to energy, when 
other diets are calculated.

2.2.2 Macronutrients diet 

in this standard specification the software calculates a diet 
at lowest cost that meets the recommended intakes for 
energy, protein and fat of the individual or family. This 
analysis illustrates: 

•  The potential for micronutrient deficiencies in a diet that 
meets only specifications for energy and macronutrient 
specifications ;

•  The additional cost of meeting recommended 
micronutrient specifications, in addition to energy, 
protein and fat, when other diets are calculated.

2.2.3 Nutritious diet

in this standard specification the software calculates a diet 
at lowest cost that meets the recommended intakes for 
energy, protein, fat and all micronutrients specified for the 
individual or family. The diet does not reflect people’s typical 
dietary patterns but it is useful to illustrate:

•  The differences in the foods selected and their cost 
when compared with a diet that takes into account 
typical dietary patterns in the food habits diet, below;

•  The extra cost of meeting specifications for 
micronutrients when compared with the energy only or 
macronutrients diet;

•  The relatively small number of foods that can provide a 
nutritious diet, although often in unrealistic quantities.

2.2.4 Food habits nutritious diet 

in this standard specification the software calculates a diet 
at lowest cost that meets the recommended intakes for 
energy, protein, fat and all micronutrients specified for the 
individual or family whilst applying a minimum and 
maximum number of times a week that the foods can be 
included in the diet. in version 1 of the software this was 
called a locally appropriate cost optimised nutritious diet 
(LACon diet), but this term has been simplified to a more 
informative term, a food habits nutritious diet. it more 
closely reflects typical dietary habits and is useful to 
illustrate:

•  The extra cost of meeting average energy and 
recommended nutrient intakes but taking into account 
typical dietary habits such as the main staple consumed, 
the frequency with which foods are eaten and food 
taboos.

The last two diets are described as nutritious as they 
attempt to meet recommended intakes of energy and all 
nutrients specified: protein, fat, nine vitamins and four 
minerals.
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Table 2 summarises the specifications for the four diets. 

table 2. A summary of the diets analysed using the cost of the diet software

The software produces the following 
output for each of the four diets: 

•  The daily cost of the diet by season 
for an individual or household;

•  The annual cost of the diet for an 
individual or household;

•  The average monthly cost of the 
diet for an individual or household;

•  The average daily cost of the diet for 
an individual or household;

•  The total daily weight (g) of each 
food selected by the software; 

•  The edible daily weight (g) of each 
food selected by the software;

•  The cost of the edible daily weight 
of each food selected by the 
software;

•  The daily number of servings of the 
foods selected by the software;

•  The daily quantity of each nutrient 
provided by the edible portion of 
foods selected by the software;

•  The percentage (%) of each nutrient 
target provided a day by the edible 
portion of foods selected by the 
software;

•  The total weekly weight (g) of each 
food selected by the software;

•  The edible weekly weight (g) of each 
food selected by the software;

•  The cost of the edible weekly 
amount of each food selected by the 
software;

•  The weekly number of servings of 
the foods selected by the software;

•  The weekly quantity of each nutrient 
provided by the edible portion of 
foods selected by the software;

•  The percentage (%) of each nutrient 
target provided a week by the edible 
portion of foods selected by the 
software;

•  The percentage of nutrient 
specifications met by the diets, by 
season for an individual or 
household; 

•  The annual diet summary for an 
individual or household; 

•  The affordability of the diets by 
wealth group for an individual or 
household, if data from an HEA or 
other source of income are available. 

The software produces the following 
output for the food habits diet only: 

•  The cost of the food groups by 
week for an individual and the total 
household

•  Seasonal cost fluctuations of the 
food habits diet for an individual or 
household 

Diet name Definition Energy 
needs met

Protein 
needs met

Fat needs 
met

Micro-nutrient 
needs met

Reflects a 
typical diet

Energy only diet A lowest cost diet that 
meets only the average 
energy specifications of 
the members of the 
household

X

Macronutrient 
diet

A lowest cost diet that 
meets only the average 
energy and the 
recommended protein 
and fat specifications of 
the members of the 
household

X X X

nutritious diet A lowest cost diet that 
meets specifications for 
energy, protein, fat and 
micronutrients but does 
not take into account 
typical dietary habits 

X X X X

Food habits 
nutritious diet

A lowest cost diet that 
meets specifications for 
energy, protein, fat and 
micronutrients and takes 
into account typical 
dietary habits 

X X X X X

2.3 The output produced by the Cost of the Diet software
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A Cost of the Diet assessment follows a logical process 
from identifying the objectives and scope of the 
assessment, to data collection and analysis, writing a report, 
making recommendations and drawing conclusions. 

Figure 2 is a flow diagram of the different stages of an 
assessment and summarises the tasks and information 
required at each stage. The remainder of the guidelines  
will describe each of these stages in the flow diagram. 

figure 2. An overview of the cost of the diet assessment process.
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This section of the practitioner’s guide aims to describe the 
planning stages of a Cost of the Diet assessment such as: 

•  The capacity, budget and time required to do an 
assessment;

•  Defining the objectives of the assessment;

•  Defining the location and seasonality of an assessment;

•  Undertaking a literature review to find local data on: 

•  general information on the nutrition and food security 
situation of the assessment area;

•  Household composition and size;

•  Definitions of wealth and how households are grouped;

•  Annual income and non-food expenditure data for each 
wealth group.

3.1 The capacity, timeframe and budget 
required for a Cost of the Diet assessment

A Cost of the Diet assessment typically involves the 
following four individuals:

Assessment leader. This individual commissions an 
assessment based on an understanding of why and where it 
is needed as a result of knowledge of the local environment 
and its effects on food production, diet, nutrition and 
livelihoods. The assessment leader typically works in the 
field of food security or nutrition.

the practitioner. This individual can be the same as the 
Assessment leader but may be a consultant or a senior 
member of staff. This individual trains the data collectors, 
oversees data collection, analyses the data and writes the 
final report. Depending on the knowledge and capacity of 
the agency or country office commissioning the assessment, 
the practitioner maybe required to provide support 
planning an assessment, such as defining the objectives and 
the scope of the study. 

it is recommended that a practitioner certified by Save the 
Children conducts an assessment. This will ensure that the 
data are collected, analysed and reported to a high 
standard. To become a certified Cost of the Diet 
practitioner an individual is required to attend a 
practitioner’s Training, lead an assessment on their own and 
send the data and the final report for review by staff of 
Save the Children UK. once certified, practitioners will 
receive an official certificate. 

the data collectors. These individuals will be hired from 
the area in which the assessment is being conducted and 
will collect the market survey data and conduct interviews 
and focus group discussions. For more information about 
the skills required by these individuals and how they should 
be trained, refer to section 4.8.

An assessment administrator. This individual organises the 
recruitment of data collectors and makes practical 
arrangements for data collection including permission from 
managers of food markets to visit and interview traders; 
booking the training venue, hotel and transport for the 
team; and ordering stationary and equipment. This 
individual should be based in the assessment area or have 
very good knowledge of it. if the assessment is being done 
in an area that is new to an agency, it might be necessary to 
identify a local partner organisation to provide this 
individual or support. 

Table 3 shows approximately how long each stage of a Cost 
of the Diet assessment in one location takes and the roles 
of each individual. The duration will depend on the 
objectives of the assessment, the number of market 
surveys, interviews and focus group discussions required 
and the resources available, such as the number of data 
collectors. 

As Table 3 shows, a Cost of the Diet assessment requires 
the practitioner for about 3-4 weeks to support data 
collection and run an initial analysis of the data to present 
to the agency for feedback. The final report can be written 
in 1-2 weeks. 

table 3. An estimated timeframe of a standard cost of the diet assessment.

CotD practitioner  Literature review                            Report writing

Data collectors                   Training and data collection

Country administrator planning 
assessment Supporting Assessment

Training data collectors, supervising  
data collection, initial analysis

1 2 3 4 5 6

Week
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3.2 Defining the objectives of a Cost of the 
Diet assessment

Defining the objectives and the use of a Cost of the Diet 
study is very important to ensure that the scope of the 
data collection and analysis will provide all of the 
information required. For example, if more information 
about infant and young child feeding is required, more 
questions may need to be added to the focus group 
discussion script. if actual portion sizes need to be collected, 
this will require data collectors to be trained in how to 
collect these data, and additional women and more time 
may be needed for the focus group discussions. if data on 
the actual diet is required, a 24 hour dietary recall will need 
to be undertaken. 

The results from a Cost of the Diet study have been used 
by Save the Children to inform the following: 

•  nutrition, food security and social protection 
programme design

•  For advocacy at a national and global level 

A Cost of the Diet could also be used to inform early 
warning and nutrition surveillance through the regular 
collection of food price data in markets. 

For more information and case studies of how the Cost of 
the Diet has been used to inform these different areas, 
refer to section 7.

3.3 Defining the scope of a Cost of the Diet 
assessment

The scope of a Cost of the Diet assessment refers to the 
location and the season(s) that the study will be undertaken 
in. The decisions made about these issues will depend on 
the objectives and the way in which the Cost of the Diet 
results will be used. The following sections describe what to 
consider when determining the location and seasons in 
more detail. 

3.3.1 Choosing the assessment location 

The location of a Cost of the Diet assessment will 
ultimately depend on the objectives of the study.  
An assessment can be done in any locality, rural or  
urban, but the key principle when deciding is that the  
crops grown, the diet and the availability of food should  
be relatively homogenous. An assessment is therefore  
likely to be undertaken in: 

•  A geographic region of a country such as a province or 
district;

•  in a poor urban or peri-urban community within a city;

•  A livelihood zone: an area within which people’s pattern 
of livelihood is relatively homogenous;

•  An ecological zone: an area within which the ecosystem 
is relatively homogenous; 

•  An agricultural zone: an area within which the plants 
grown are relatively homogenous. 

once the area in which the assessments is to be done has 
been defined, the villages and markets for data collection 
can be identified, mapped and selected as described in 
section 4.1. 

When designing a budget for a Cost of the Diet assessment, the costs related to the items outlined in Table 4 should be considered. 

Line item Description

personnel  
(practitioner, data collectors, country admin support) 

personnel costs: salary or consultancy fee 
Transport 
Accommodation 
per diem for meals

Data collection equipment Computer or laptop  
printer and supplies (toner, paper)

Food weighing scales with 1g precision  
and batteries, 1 per team of 2 people

Salter hanging scales, 1 per team of 2 people

Back packs, stationary and equipment pens, pencils, erasers, 
measuring jugs, clipboards, plastic bags

Training session Venue hire 
Stationary (flip charts, markers, notebooks)

table 4. A description of the line items that have budgetary implications in a standard cost of the diet assessment.
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Hints and tips

•  if a Cost of the Diet assessment is done among a 
nomadic population such as pastoralists, it will be 
necessary to identify the places they migrate to and 
collect market survey data from all locations. 

•  if the Cost of the Diet assessment is being done in an 
unfamiliar area it might be useful to consider including 
local partners, the Ministry of Health or government 
officials in the assessment in order to build capacity, 
increase credibility and strengthen partnerships. Local 
staff will also be able to provide useful information about 
the assessment area. 

3.3.2 Choosing the seasons to conduct an 
assessment in 

in many countries the production of food, its availability and 
prices vary throughout the year, so a year is the basic unit 
of analysis and reporting for a Cost of the Diet assessment. 
it is possible to capture these differences by repeating 
market surveys, which can add useful contextual 
information. The easiest way to do this is by collecting 
market survey data by season or at times of the year in 
which prices change, such as religious festivals. The average 
prices of each food in a season or period are then applied 
to calculate the cost of the diet in all days in that season.

A Cost of the Diet assessment can be conducted in up to 
six seasons or periods in a year. The seasons or periods 
selected will depend on the objectives of the assessment. 
For example, market data on foods could be collected 
during the lean and harvest seasons to compare the effect 
of availability and prices. or an assessment could be done 
during a period of food subsidy or food distribution and 
repeated during a period without, also to examine the 
effect of availability and prices. 

3.3.2.1 defining the season(s) or period(s) 

The definition of the seasons or periods is often context 
specific: they can be separated according to the weather, 
staple food prices, livelihood activities, agricultural events, 
religious festivals or just the annual calendar.  For a Cost of 
the Diet assessment the following information about the 
seasons or periods is required and should be collected by 
the practitioner with help from the administrator and data 
collectors who know the locality or researched using the 
secondary sources described in section 3.4.1: 

•  The local name of the seasons or periods that will 
prompt the market trader to provide the correct data 
on food prices and availability. This is important for 
retrospective market surveys in which data on historical 
prices are collected.   

•  The dates in the year that the seasons start or end. 
These dates may need to be converted into the 
gregorian calendar of dates used by the software. 

•  A seasonal calendar showing when key livelihood 
activities take place. This is not essential but will be useful 
to provide contextual information for the seasonal Cost 
of the Diet analysis. it will also help to determine 
whether a retrospective analysis has provided realistic 
food price information. 

There are two ways in which seasonal or periodical market 
survey data can be collected: currently or retrospectively, 
both of which have their advantages and disadvantages as 
explained below.  

3.3.2.2 continuous price and weight data collection 

This option will require a team of data collectors to 
conduct a market survey prospectively during every season 
or period identified in a year. This method will produce the 
most reliable data on food availability and prices, however it 
will take as long as data collection to produce the full Cost 
of the Diet assessment and report. For example if data are 
to be collected for a full year then the analysis and report 
would not available for more than 12 months.  

3.3.2.3 current and retrospective price and weight data 
collection

if the assessment budget does not support continuous data 
collection, data can be gathered for the current season and 
retrospectively. This option will require a team of data 
collectors to collect current price data in markets and, at 
the same time, ask traders to recall prices during the 
preceding seasons in the recall year (e.g. December 2014 
– January 2014). Although this is quicker than data collected 
during a period of a year, the quality of data may not be as 
good as traders are expected to remember the price and 
availability of foods, perhaps in several season over quite a 
long period.  

As a compromise between a prospective and a 
retrospective assessment, it is recommended that a 
retrospective Cost of the Diet assessment for the previous 
year is conducted first. This allows the number of foods to 
be reduced based upon dietary patterns and the foods 
selected by the software. Data can be collected 
prospectively for this smaller number of foods in the 
remainder of the year. This will provide immediate Cost of 
the Diet results which can be updated seasonally. 

Hints and tips

•  The price of foods can fluctuate within a season so it is 
important that a market survey is undertaken when 
food prices are representative of that season. 

•  it is important to allow additional time for retrospective 
price data to be collected that is as accurate as possible.
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3.4 Contextual information required 

This section outlines the essential and desired information 
required before the data collection can begin, collected 
mostly through a literature review of secondary data. 

3.4.1 General information on the nutrition and 
food security situation of the assessment area

To help to contextualise the assessment location and the 
Cost of the Diet results it might be useful for the 
assessment leader and the practitioner to find the following 
information before data collection begins: 

•  The prevalence of stunting, wasting and underweight.

•  The prevalence of micronutrient deficiencies and 
coverage of supplements.

•  The prevalence of helminth infections in the area and 
the coverage of deworming treatments. 

•  The prevalence of good infant and young child feeding 
practices such as exclusive breastfeeding and appropriate 
complementary feeding.

•  Data on dietary diversity and food taboos.

•  The prevalence of sanitary latrines, sources of clean 
water and good hygiene practices such as washing hands 
with soap. 

•  The sources of food such as home production, gathering 
wild foods, and markets.

This information can be obtained from a variety of sources 
including: 

•  Demographic and Health Surveys

•  Local nutrition or SMART surveys

•  Food security reports from FEWSnET, ReliefWeb, FAo, 
WFp, oCHA

•  government reports

•  national agricultural surveys

•  Comprehensive Food Security and Vulnerability Analysis 

3.4.2. Typical household composition and size of 
the assessment area

information on the typical number of people in a household 
in a locality is essential for a Cost of the Diet assessment as 
the software estimates the cost based on the specifications 
for energy and nutrients of the individuals that make up a 
household. This is usually defined as all people who eat 
from the same cooking pot but may need to be defined 
based on local social arrangements. 

it is recommended that information of household size, 
meaning the number of individuals, is collected for all 
wealth groups. For example if an analysis of affordability is 
planned for four wealth groups, the number of individuals 
in a typical family in each wealth group will be needed. if an 
affordability analysis is not required, data on the typical 

number of people in a family and their age and sex should 
be collected. This could be obtained from published 
reports, from a statistical analysis of demographic data, by 
collecting data from households in a sample of each wealth 
group, or by interviews with key informants or focus group 
discussions to identify a typical household size.

An HEA uses focus group discussions with each wealth 
group in a livelihood zone to identify a typical household 
size. if these data are used, the HEA/CotD standard families 
should be used in the software as described in section 
2.1.1.8. if an HEA has not been conducted, the method 
used to collect this data could be used and can be found  
in the HEA practitioner’s guide.33

Hints and tips

•  if the household size differs by wealth group, this will 
affect the calculation of affordability. Users will need  
to run a separate analysis for each household size, 
extract the annual cost of the diets and enter this into 
the ‘affordability’ Excel spreadsheet which will be 
provided to all practitioners who have attended a 
training course. This spreadsheet can be requested  
by emailing cotd@savethechildren.org.uk 

3.4.3 Definitions of wealth, income and 
expenditure data 

The cost of a nutritious diet becomes a more meaningful 
figure when compared with the income and expenditure of 
the poorest members of the community. A diet may be 
inexpensive in comparison with other contexts, but if it is 
beyond the means of the poor, then the risk of malnutrition 
remains. if an analysis is wanted of the affordability of the 
diets generated by the Cost of the Diet software, the 
following information will need to be collected: 

•  Definitions of wealth by group in the assessment area;

•  percentage of the population of the assessment area by 
wealth group (desirable but not essential);

•  Data on the annual income and non-food expenditure 
for each wealth group in the assessment area.

non- food expenditure (nFE) is the amount of money 
spent on essential non-food items such as healthcare, 
schooling and clothing. A Household Economy Analysis, 
undertaken in the same livelihood zone will provide all the 
information listed above. To calculate the annual non-food 
expenditure figure from HEA data, the annual amount of 
money spent on staple and non-staple foods should be 
subtracted from the total annual expenditure figure for 
each wealth group. if an HEA has not been conducted, the 
method used to collect these data can be found in the HEA 
practitioner’s guide.33

Alternatively data may be found in reports of household 
income and expenditure produced by the government or 
the World Bank, but may not be specific to the livelihood 
zone or to the extremely poor. 
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3.4.4 Considerations to make when using 
secondary data

Using secondary data to provide contextual information can 
have flaws. To ensure that the data are relevant and of good 
quality the following should be considered before using it. 

3.4.4.1 Geographical overlap

if possible the information should be specific to the 
assessment area. At the very least it should come from the 
same region as the assessment area to ensure the data is 
representative. national data should be avoided if possible. 

3.4.4.2 Age of the data

The age of the data may affect its relevance and quality. 
Data generated by an HEA assessment is considered to be 
relevant for five years unless there are substantial changes 
in the assessment area. if income and expenditure data are 
a few years old it may be necessary to update figures to 
account for inflation. As it is rare to find inflation rates 
specific to a livelihood, agriculture or ecological zone, 
national inflation rates will probably need to be used. 
However, any income data that is updated using national 
inflation rates should be used with caution as these rates 
may not be locally appropriate.
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The following data are needed for a Cost of the Diet 
assessment:

•  A list of all the foods (local, imported, wild and 
produced in the home) available in some or all seasons 
of the year, that are found in the assessment area; 

•  The availability of these foods by season;

•  The weight in grams of all foods sold in the smallest 
amounts, which are typically bought by the poor;

•  The prices in retail food markets of all foods by season;

  The typical dietary habits of local people.

To obtain information on the foods found in the assessment 
area, an exhaustive list is written using secondary sources 
and the local data collectors (section 4.3). Data on food 
availability, prices and weights are collected by a survey in a 
representative sample of local food markets and shops 
which are used by the poor (section 4.4). Data on typical 
dietary habits are collected using interviews and focus 
group discussions with local women from each wealth 
group (section 4.6). 

This section describes the following: 

•  How to select villages and market sites;

•  How to prepare the data collection plan;

•  How to conduct data collection, and the equipment 
required; 

•  How to include wild or free foods in a Cost of the Diet 
assessment;

•  What skills are needed by the data collectors;

•  How the data collectors should be trained.

4.1 Selecting the sites for data collection 
within the assessment zone 

Site selection is a two-stage process: first villages or towns 
must be chosen that are representative of the livelihood 
zone; then the market(s) where the poorest households 
from these villages purchase their food from must be 
identified. 

The total number of villages or towns selected will depend 
on the number of market surveys, interviews and focus 
group discussions that are undertaken. As a general guide it 
is recommended that between 6-8 market surveys and 4 
interviews and focus group discussions are conducted 
during a standard Cost of the Diet assessment. The final 
number of surveys and interviews undertaken will however 
depend on the objective of the Cost of the Diet 
assessment and the size of the livelihood zone. obtaining 
representative data on the cost is the main objective when 
deciding on the number of data collection sites to choose 
and is therefore assessment specific. 

Sections 4.1.1 and 4.1.2 below describe the recommended 
method of selecting representative villages and markets for 
both rural and urban assessments. 

4.1.1 Selecting villages or towns

if an HEA has recently been conducted in the same 
livelihood zone as the Cost of the Diet assessment, the 
villages or towns selected for the HEA can be used. if an 
HEA has not been done, two approaches can be used to 
select sites for data collection: 

•  Villages or towns that are broadly representative of the 
overall zone can be selected;

•  Villages or towns can be randomly selected using a 
sampling procedure. 

if the first method is chosen it is recommended that 
national staff with knowledge of the local area are used to 
help select the representative villages or towns. it is also 
important that the villages or towns chosen cover the 
whole area of the assessment zone, as the cost of food may 
be higher in remote locations. The reasons for choosing the 
specific sites should also be documented to be described in 
the methods of the assessment.

if the second method is chosen, a Centric Systematic Area 
Sampling (CSAS) method is recommended to randomly 
select villages or towns. To do this:

1.   Compile a list of all the villages and towns in the 
assessment zone and plot these on a map. 

2.   place a grid of equal sized squares over the map as 
shown in Figure 3. The number of squares in the grid 
should be the same as the number of sites from which 
data will be collected. For example, in Figure 3, six 
squares are shown over the map, so that six villages or 
towns will be selected. 

3.  Select the village or town which is located nearest the 
centre of each square (shown in blue in Figure 3). These 
will be selected for data collection.   

of the villages or towns selected, it is recommended that 
interviews and focus group discussions are done in a 
minimum of four sites, a number used as a guide. The key 
objective is to decide on a number of interviews and focus 
group discussions to generate representative information 
on the dietary habits of households in the assessment area.
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figure 3. An example of how to use the centric systematic Area sampling method to identify sites 
to collect data in a cost of the diet assessment (myatt, m. 2008).
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4.1.2 Selecting markets for the market survey 

once villages or towns have been selected for sampling, the 
markets that will be visited to collect food price data need 
to be selected. For the Cost of the Diet method a market  
is defined as any place of trade where poor households 
from the selected villages or towns purchase their food.  
A market could therefore be any one of the following: 

•  A formal indoor or outdoor market or

•  Traders selling outside formal market structure such as:

 – Beside a road

  – Within their homestead

 – or small shops. 

once the villages or towns are selected a list of all the sites 
where poor households purchase their food should be 
identified by key informants, such as staff working in the 
assessment area. 

once all the markets have been listed, a representative 
sample of these should be selected for the market survey. 
As a rough guide, 6-8 markets are recommended but the 
main objective is to select a number of markets that will 
generate representative data on the price per 100g of all 
foods sold in the assessment area, so large food markets will 
provide the broadest range of foods. 

During the data collector training (section 4.8.2) it is 
sensible to undertake a pilot market survey so that the data 
collectors can practice talking to traders, and learn how to 
use the scales to weigh food samples and then record the 
data on the market survey questionnaires printed from the 
software. An extra market will therefore need to be 
selected for this pilot. This market should be near to the 
training venue and contain a sufficient variety of local foods 
for the data collectors to spend 2-3 hours practicing their 
market survey skills. The data from this market are not 
included in the final analysis, so the pilot market does not 
need to be in the same zone as the assessment. 

Figure 3 above, highlights the markets selected from each 
village in yellow. 

once the data collection sites have been identified, it is 
important to get formal permission from the market or 
community leaders and local traders. The data collectors 
may also need to have a letter or document describing the 
objectives of the assessment so that they can explain to 
community members what they are doing, and how the 
information will be used. 

Hints and tips

•  Always choose back up markets in case something 
unforeseen happens and it is no longer possible to  
go to a market originally selected.

•  Markets may not be held on every day of the week and 
at different times of the day such as morning or evening, 
depending on the produce; this should be taken into 
account when planning the schedule of visits

•  if there is a main road within the assessment area it 
might be possible that food sold in markets located near 
this road are more available and less expensive than food 
sold in markets that are far away from this road. it might 
be necessary to use another method to sample these 
markets separately and treat them as separate 
assessments to ensure these differences are adequately 
captured. 

•  if regular market surveys of current prices are planned, 
the initial contact with the community will be critical as 
repeated data collection may become burdensome to 
traders and community members. Establishing a good 
relationship with these key informants will be important, 
as will managing their expectations.

4.2 Developing a data collection plan 

The plan should describe a day-by-day description of the 
villages and markets that will be visited by field teams during 
data collection. This plan requires information on the 
following: 

•  The locations in villages and towns of all markets;

•  The days that each market operates; 

•  The time when the market is open and when all foods 
will be available; 

•  The estimated driving time from the base to each 
market;

•  The time of day that women are available to hold the 
interviews and focus group discussions;

•  Any physical problems with access to villages and 
markets; 

•  Any potential security issues with access to villages and 
markets. 

it is recommended that this plan is finalised after the first 
day of data collection, once the local data collectors have 
checked the markets and villages selected are big enough to 
visit and are operating. 

Hints and tips 

•  Use staff from the local area to provide this information. 
if the assessment is being conducted in an area that your 
agency does not operate in, find a local partner to help 
provide this information and to make arrangements. 

•  it is essential that the teams visit the markets when all 
foods are available but avoid collecting data during the 
busiest time of the day: the traders will have little time to 
help as they are selling food, while crowds of people can 
make it difficult to get accurate price and weight data. 

•  The field team may also require accommodation away 
from the base during data collection, which should be 
organised and budgeted for. 

•  The number of vehicles required for data collection will 
depend on the number of data collectors that have 
been hired and the distance between markets.
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4.3 Developing the list of foods for the 
market surveys and interviews 

An exhaustive list is needed of all the foods - local, 
imported, wild and produced in the home – that are 
available in some or all seasons of the year that are found in 
the assessment area. The list requires the English and local 
names for each food; if the English name is not known, the 
Latin name should be used. 

it is recommended (although not essential) that an initial 
food list is written by the Cost of the Diet practitioner 
before the data collector training, using secondary sources. 
Websites, reports or books that include lists of locally 
available foods, crops, plants and wild foods with both local 
and English names, are very useful. These can sometimes be 
obtained from nutrition, agricultural or other academic 
research centres. A visit to a local market is also useful.

This initial list can be expanded with the help of data 
collectors during the first day of training and can be added 
to after the visit to the training market, when new foods 
should be identified and recorded. The full list of foods will 
be entered into the Cost of the Diet software which then 
allows the market survey and interview questionnaires to 
be printed (section 5.9.6). The food list forms the basis of 
the Cost of the Diet assessment, so it is important to 
ensure that no important food is missed. 

4.3.1 What foods should be included and 
excluded?

Before deciding on foods that should be included in the 
food list it is important to think back to the objectives of 
the Cost of the Diet assessment and how the results will be 
used. For example, a nutritious diet ideally should not 
include foods that are expensive or are not nutritious such 
as soda, sweets and junk food unless they are relied upon as 
a major source of energy or nutrients. Adapting the food 
list to the local context is therefore very important. 

The food list should include all foods in the following 11 
food groups: 

•  grains and grain-based products

•  Roots and tubers

•  Legumes, nuts and seeds

•  Meat and offal

•  Fish, seafood, amphibians and invertebrates

•  Eggs and egg products

•  Milk and milk products

•  Vegetables and vegetable products

•  Fruit and fruit products

•  oils and fats

•  Supplements and infant foods.

it should also include wild foods, foods eaten on special 
occasions, taboo foods, and foods that are consumed by 
households but not purchased from the market, such as 
foods grown or produced, donated food, food aid or food 
obtained using vouchers. 

The food list may include foods from the following food 
groups but their appropriateness will be locally specific: 

•  Herbs, spices and condiments

•  Beverages

•  Composite dishes

•  Sugars and confectionary

For example, only the herbs, spices and condiments that 
are consumed regularly by households should be included 
in the food list. Furthermore, only manufactured foods that 
are nutritious should be included such as canned fish, unless 
these foods are a major source of energy or a particular 
nutrient. 

Hints and tips

it is essential that a detailed description of the food is 
written as different varieties will have different nutrient 
values. For example:

•  Maize can be white, yellow or green grains, off or on the 
cob, or as unrefined or refined flour. 

•  When identifying meat and meat products it is essential 
that the animal itself and the part of the animal are 
described: for example liver is not detailed enough; the 
animal from which the liver comes needs to be written. 

•  Just recording a variety of fish is not detailed enough: it is 
necessary to state whether the fish is fresh, dried, 
smoked or fried, all of which influence the nutrient 
content. 

4.4 How to conduct the market surveys

The aim of the market survey is to collect data from market 
traders, food sellers and shop keepers on the weight and 
price of a representative sample foods in the seasons 
specified. The values are entered into the software which 
calculates the cost per 100g of each food by season and 
applies these values to the Cost of the Diet calculations. 

This section provides guidelines on how to collect data as 
accurately and quickly as possible but should be adapted to 
suit the local context. 

Step 1: Data collectors should be paired and 
allocated to market are or to a food group 

it is recommended that the data are collected in pairs: one 
person asks the questions and the other person writes 
down the answers. To ensure that traders are interviewed 
only once it is also recommended that the data collectors 
are allocated to collect data in a specified area of the 
market or from traders selling specific foods, if such 
specialisation exists. in this case the data collectors should 
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be given a list of the specific foods to collect data on, plus 
the sheet to record any new foods that they find. if traders 
sell a variety of foods then the market should be divided by 
area and the data collectors working in each area should be 
given the full list of foods. 

Step 2: A clear and concise introduction is 
essential 

The market survey can be a time consuming process 
depending on the number of foods on sale. Establishing a 
good rapport with the trader by outlining the aim of the 
study and the information required is important so that 
traders feel empowered to provide information needed.  

Each data collector should introduce themselves and the 
organisation that they work for; explain the aims of the 
Cost of the Diet study; and describe the information that is 
required. During the introduction no promise should be 
made that assistance will result from the study. For 
example: 

Hello, my name is Amy and this is Simon, Esther and George. 
We are from Save the Children, a Non-Government 
Organisation that works to improve the lives of children and 
families. We are doing a study of all the foods that are 
available in this area and would like to ask you about the 
prices of the foods you are selling today and to weigh some 
samples. Would you allow us to do this?’

Step 3: Always ask the trader’s permission and 
don’t use incentives 

The data collectors should always ask a trader’s permission 
before starting to collect data. if permission is refused they 
should explain again how important the study is. if this does 
not persuade the trader, then data cannot be collected 
from that trader. 

Traders should not be given money as an incentive to allow 
data to be collected. This is particularly important if data 
are to be collected again because traders will expect to be 
paid every time. if a trader asks for money the data 
collectors should explain again how important the study is. 
if this does not persuade the trader, then data cannot be 
collected from that trader. 

Step 4: Identify a food on the market survey form

once a trader has granted permission to collect data, the 
data collectors should identify the foods that they need to 
collect data on. 

if a food is not listed on the market survey form, it should 
be added to the section of the form entitled ‘new foods’. 
Data on the weight and price of that food can then be 
collected. Each evening after the market survey, the 
practitioner should ask each team if new foods were found. 
These should be cross referenced with the food list so that 
a food is not included twice in an assessment. The 
practitioner should update both the market survey form 
and the interview questionnaires with the new foods found, 
as described in section 5.5.3.

if the data collectors do not know what a food is and it is 
not in the food list, data on the weight and price should still 
be collected. The data collectors should ask the trader for 
the local name of the food and write this in the ‘new foods’ 
section of the market survey form. They should then take a 
photo of the food by doing the following: 

•  place the food on a flat surface on a white background, 
such as the back of a data collection form; 

•  place a ruler divided into centimetres next to the food 
to indicate the size of the item;

•  Take a photograph from directly above the food.

Step 5: Ask for the smallest unit that the food  
is sold in 

The units in which foods are sold in will differ by trader,  
but small amounts often cost more than large amounts.  
As poor people typically buy the smallest amounts, data 
collectors should record the weight and price of the 
smallest unit of each food for sale. A unit could be the 
following: 

•  A bowl or can

•  A bunch or a bundle

•  A piece or a pile

•  A fixed weight in any units

•  A bottle or a cup

•  A fixed volume 

The exception is food sold by weight at a fixed unit price. 
For example, for foods such as fish or meat and very large 
items such as pumpkin or gourd, the price will depend on 
the weight of the food being purchased. in this instance, the 
trader usually states a price per kilogram. This should price 
be recorded per kilogram without weighing three samples 
of the food. 

Step 6: Ask for the price of the smallest unit in 
the current season

it is important that the data collectors stress to traders that 
they should state the true price that they sell food to local 
people. The traders have nothing to gain by inflating the 
price and incorrect prices given incorrect results. This is 
one reason perhaps why strangers to the area should not 
do from data collection: the price may go up.

Step 7: Weigh three samples of the specified unit 
of each food 

The weight of three samples is needed as this is the 
minimum number to generate an average. For example,  
if the smallest unit of sale of tomatoes is a pile of 5, then 
three different piles of 5 tomatoes should be weighed.  
The following tips should be applied when weighing 
different units: 
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•  piece: weigh a small, medium and large piece

•  Cup: take the weight of the cup first and subtract this 
weight from the total weight so that only the weight of 
food is recorded. A scale that can be tared is useful: this 
sets the scale to zero when the cup or receptacle is on 
the plate; when the food is added, only the weight of the 
food is shown on the display. The trader should be asked 
to give the data collectors three samples to weigh as he/
she may under- or over-fill the cup. The objective is the 
weigh the amount of food that the trader would give to 
local people. 

•  pile: weigh three samples of the pile 

•  Volume: record the volume in millilitres clearly by 
crossing out the g and writing ml

•  Weight: the traders should weigh three samples of a 
food on their scales and then the data collectors should 
weigh the sample on their scale to check accuracy. if a 
trader refuses this may be because the trader’s scale has 
been tampered with. if the trader refuses, then move to 
another trader.

Exception: if the price of the food is weight dependant 
(refer to step 4)

Exception: if the food is sold in a sealed tin, packet, sachet or 
bottle. The net weight of such foods should be printed on 
the packaging. This weight should be recorded once, not 
three times, as the packet cannot be opened to check it, 
and it is assumed to be standardised.

Exception: if the trader has an accurate electronic scale and 
is selling exact weights. This only applies when the smallest 
unit is a weight. if the data collectors weigh a sample on 
their scale which has been weighed by a trader using an 
electronic scale and the weights are the same, there is no 
need to weigh three samples. The data collectors should 
just ask for the smallest unit and write this in the ‘weight 1’ 
column.  

Exception: if the trader does not have three samples to 
weigh. in this case, weigh what they have.

Step 8 (for retrospective assessments only):  
Ask if the smallest unit changes in the  
previous seasons  

in some contexts a trader may sell more or less of a food 
for the same price depending on that food’s availability. A 
change in unit weight for the same price will change the 
price per 100g, so data on the weight of the larger or 
smaller amount of food needs to be collected. 

For example, a trader may sell a pile of 5 tomatoes in a 
season for 3 USD but in another season may sell only 3 
tomatoes for 3 USD. The data collectors should weigh three 
samples of three tomatoes (see step 6) and write these 
weights and the season that the data applies to in the ‘When 
and how does the unit change across the seasons?’ box.  

Step 9 (for retrospective assessments only): Ask 
for the price of the smallest unit in the previous 
seasons

As described in step 5. if prices vary substantially between 
seasons, the data collectors should ask why and write the 
traders response in the ‘comments’ box.

if the trader says that the food is not available during a 
season, write nS (not in season) in the price box for that 
season. 

Step 10: Ask the trader additional questions if 
relevant

in addition to collecting data on prices, it is useful to ask 
traders and key informants in the markets for their views 
on current prices and market conditions. This will allow 
data on seasonal changes to be contextualised. Try to 
establish what changes are typical for this season or time of 
year and what are unusual. For example, the following 
questions could be asked: 

•  Have traders noticed any changes in prices?  
–  What are the changes?  
 –  For which foods? 

•  What caused the price changes? 

•  Have there been any changes in demand and/or supply 
of foods? 

•  Are seasonal changes in price normal, more or less than 
previous years? 

Step 11: Four sets of data should be collected for 
each food in every market

price and weight data should be collected for all foods on 
the food list in each market. Collecting four sets data for 
each food will result in 4 sets of price data and 12 sets of 
weight data. This should be the aim for every food in every 
market to ensure a representative sample. This means that 
4 questionnaires for each food will need to be filled in by 
the data collectors.   

Exception: if there are not four traders selling a food item. 
in this case, select data on samples of foods available.  

Hints and tips

•  For messy foods such as butter or meat, provide a plastic 
bag to weigh a sample of these foods. 

•  For foods sold in units larger than 5kg, weigh them in a 
bag using hanging scales. 

•  Liquids such as milk should be measured using a 
measuring jug and the volume recorded. The software 
applies a factor to convert volume into weight for each 
liquid food as described in section 2.1.1.7.

•  The data from the market survey should be entered into 
the Cost of the Diet software every evening by the 
practitioner and/or the data collectors using the method 
outlined in section 5.6.2. 
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4.4.1 Filling in the market survey questionnaire

The market survey forms can be printed from the Cost of 
the Diet software (section 5.9.6). Figure 4 is an example of 
a market survey form collecting current data and shows: 

•  The trader did not sell wheat flour, so the line has been 
left blank to be filled in when wheat flour is found at 
another trader’s stall. 

•  The price of yellow maize grain in the current season 
was 20 BDT. The first weight was 500g, the second, 
450g and the third 550g.

•  Red amaranth leaf was sold at 10 BDT but the trader 
only had two samples to weigh, which were 200g and 
250g. 

•  green amaranth leaf is normally available in the market 
but was not found during data collection due to poor 
rainfall.

•  Bananas were not in season.

•  The price of tomato in the current season was 10 BDT. 
The weights were 45g, 80g and 100g

Figure 5 is an example of a market survey form recording 
retrospective data and shows: 

•  The price of wheat flour in seasons 1 to 3 is 20 BDT, 25 
BDT and 20 BDT. This food was packaged so one weight 
of 500g was recorded

•  The price of yellow maize in seasons 1 to 3 is 30 BDT, 35 
BDT and 40 BDT. The three weights were 400g, 300g 
and 350g

•  The price of red amaranth leaf in seasons 1 to 3 is 15 
BDT, 15 BDT and 20 BDT. The weights for season 1 and 
3 are 50g, 100g, and 75g. in season 2, red amaranth is 
more common, so the trader sells more for 15 BDT.  
The three weights for season 2 is 150g, 200g and 175g

•  The price of green amaranth leaf in season 1 and 3 is 10 
BDT. The three weights are 100g, 102, and 105g. green 
amaranth leaf is not in available in season 2

•  The price of bananas in seasons 1 to 3 is 20 BDT, 25 
BDT and 50 BDT. The reason for the high price in 
season 3 is because this food is not as widely available in 
the market. The three weights are 300g, 325g, and 352g

•  Tomatoes are only available in season 1 and costs 15 
BDT. The three weights are 30g, 50g and 45g. 
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figure 4. An example of a completed real-time price and weight data collection form.

figure 5. An example of a completed retrospective price and weight data collection form.
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4.4.2 Market survey equipment requirements 

As with all surveys the quality of the data on weight is only 
as good as the equipment used to measure it. it is suggested 
that Tanita KD-400SV scales are used to weigh foods up to 
5 kg with a precision of 1 g, and Salter hanging scales are 
used to weigh 5 kg or more. if the Tanita scales are not 
available, a scale with a precision of 1g should be purchased.  
The scales should be checked periodically with standard 
weights. The small food scale could be checked with 
weights of 100 g, 500 g, 1 kg and 2 kg, giving a range from 
100g to 3.6 kg in total.

Standard survey stationery such as pencils, erasers, 
clipboards etc. are also required. A full list of stationary and 
equipment required for the market survey can be found in 
Annex 11. 

4.5 Checking the quality of the market 
survey data 

it is recommended that the market weight and price data 
are entered into the Cost of the diet software every 
evening, immediately after collection. The quality of data 
should be checked by the practitioner during this time. The 
practitioner should look for the following issues: 

•  incorrect data entry

•  inconsistent data, suggesting data entry errors

•  gaps in the data or missing data for some foods or food 
groups

•  Large price differences by season for foods

•  Large price differences between food groups

•  Conflicting seasonal availability data for foods

The next sections offers a set of techniques and questions 
that can be asked when checking the quality of the market 
survey data. 

4.5.1 Checking for incorrectly entered price and 
weight data 

it is important that the values entered for prices and 
weights are cross referenced with the printed market 
survey sheets to correct any errors. However the software 
can also help practitioners highlight any potentially incorrect 
weight values. 

Section 5.6.4 describes how to open the market survey 
results summary screen. Weights that fall below the 5th 
percentile or above the 95th percentile are highlighted in 
yellow (as shown in Figure 7) and should be reviewed by 
the Cost of the Diet practitioner by checking the market 
survey forms. 

A weight will fall beyond the 5th and 95th percentile for 
three reasons: 

1. Data entry error: if a weight is highlighted because it has 
been entered incorrectly this should be easily picked up by 
checking the highlighted weight with the corresponding 
form and then correct the value in the software (section 
5.6.2). 

2. Natural variance: if a weight has been highlighted but 
entered correctly, the practitioner should check the 
highlighted weight with the values in the 5th and 95th 
percentile columns of the market survey summary screen. 
if the difference is negligible, for example ± 10g, it’s likely 
that this is due to natural variance in the weights. 

3. Difference in unit of sale by trader: if the difference 
between the entered weight and the values in the 5th and 
95th percentile columns is large for a food, for example 
25% or more, it is important to check the price entered for 
these weights of food compared with data from other 
traders selling the same food. So if the weights are larger or 
smaller than for other traders, does the price reflect this?

figure 6.  
An image of tanita 
Kd-400sV weighing 
scales and salter 
hanging scales.
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For example if Trader 1 was selling 100g of rice for 10 Taka, 
and Trader 2 was selling 1 kg of rice for 100 Taka this 
difference in weight and price is proportionate. However if 
Trader 2 was selling 1kg of rice for 15 Taka, this is probably 
incorrect and the values should be discussed with the data 
collectors. if they are sure that this is what the trader told 
them, then the practitioner should decide whether to keep 
or delete the price and weight data sample for that food. 

4.5.2 Checking for missing data and the overall 
representativeness of price and weight data 

practitioners should ask themselves the following questions 
when checking the quality of the price and weight data 
collected in each market, questions that can also be applied 
to checking the overall representativeness of the market 
survey data collected:

•  Do price differences between commodities make sense? 
–  e,g. do animal source foods cost more per 100g  

than staples?

•  Do price differences by season make sense for each 
food and food group? 
– These should be checked against a seasonal calendar

•   Are the seasonal variations consistent for a food by each 
trader and market?   
–  e.g. if Trader 1 says that mangos are not available in a 

particular season, does Trader 2 say the same or 
something different?

•  is there missing data for any foods or food groups?

•  Are there foods with poor availability? 
–  A food is considered available in a market if it is sold  

by two or more traders
 –  A food is considered available in the assessment zone 

if it is found in half or more of the markets visited. 

Anomalous data should be cross checked with the data 
collectors. if foods or food groups are missing that are 
known to be found in the assessment area, revisiting 
markets might be necessary to find those foods. 

figure 7. A screen shot of the market survey data summary screen in the cost of the diet software 
highlighting in yellow the values below the 5th percentile or above the 95th percentile.
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4.6 How to conduct interviews and focus 
group discussion 

The aim of the interviews and focus group discussions is to 
understand the typical eating habits of households in the 
assessment area. The results are translated into minimum 
and maximum food frequency constraints which are applied 
in the Cost of the Diet software to specify how many times 
a week a food can and cannot be included in the diet. Using 
these constraints a food habits nutritious diet can be 
created (section 2.2.4). 

The interviews and focus group discussions should be 
conducted in a minimum of 4 villages; more may be needed 
if the assessment area is very large. The key objective  
when choosing how many villages to visit is to obtain 
representative data on habits of people in the assessment 
area. in each village 8 women who are the main preparer  
of food for their household and who represent a range  
of wealth groups should be selected. The women will be 
interviewed independently by the data collectors and then 
brought together for the focus group discussion. The full 
session should take about 3 hours. 

This section aims to provide guidelines on how to conduct 
the interviews and focus group discussions and can be 
adapted to suit the specific objectives of the Cost of the 
Diet assessment. 

Step 1: Adapt the food list, if necessary

The food list entered into the Cost of the Diet software is 
based upon the raw foods that are found in the market. 
Some of these raw foods are made into products that are 
then consumed. For example in Ethiopia, raw teff is 

purchased from the market but is made into injera, which is 
then eaten; in india, wheat flour is purchased from the 
market but made into chapattis. it might be necessary for 
some of the raw foods to be replaced by their cooked 
counterparts to make it easier to prompt the women about 
each food. This can be done by exporting the interview 
questionnaires into Excel as described in section 5.9.6 and 
manually changing the names of the foods. 

Step 2: Practitioners should select a team leader

it is recommended that the practitioner selects a team 
leader for the interviews and focus group discussions. This 
person will lead the introduction, consolidate the interview 
results, and lead the focus discussions. The practitioner 
should also select two scribes who will write down the 
answers that the women give during the focus group 
discussions. Tape recorders could also be used with the 
interviewees permission. 

Step 3: A clear and concise introduction is 
essential 

The interviews and focus group discussions are time 
consuming for the women who participate. it is important 
to outline the aim of the study and to explain the 
information required so that they understand, and then 
thank them for agreeing to participate.  

As with the market survey, the team leader should 
introduce the team, explain the objectives of the Cost of 
the Diet study, the aim of the interview and focus group 
discussion and the information that the women will be 
asked to give. The leader should also name the organisation 

figure 8. An example of a completed dietary habits interview form. 
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that they work for and some of the important work that 
the organisation has done. The leader should explain that 
the session will last approximately 3 hours and will be split 
into 2 sections: an interview and then a focus group 
discussion. it is important that the data collectors do not 
make promises to provide assistance to the village as a 
result of the study. For example: 

Hello, my name is Amy and this is Simon, Esther and George. 
We are from Save the Children, an organisation that works to 
improve the lives of children and families. We are doing a 
study on all the foods available in this area and would like to 
ask you about the foods your household eat and the reasons 
for this. 

Step 4: Conduct the interviews

The aim of the interviews is to collect quantitative data on 
the number of days a week households consume the foods 
in the food list. This requires the data collectors asking the 
following questions for all the foods in the list:

‘When available or in season, how many days in a typical week 
does your household eat X, in which X is each food on the list? 

The responses are classified as follows:

• “never” means never consuming the food

•  “ rarely” means eating the food either once a month or 
on special occasions

• “often” means consuming the food 1-4 days each week

•  “ usually” means consuming the food on 5 days in week 
or more.

When an answer is given, the data collectors should tick the 
appropriate response for each food in the interview 
questionnaire as shown in Figure 8.

Step 5: Consolidating the interview results 

During the break between the interview and the focus 
group discussion the team leader or practitioner should 
summarise the responses to the questions about each food. 
practitioners should always print one extra interview 
questionnaire to summarise the results. Whoever is 
analysing the results should go though each questionnaire 
and tick under the ‘never’, ‘rarely’, ‘sometimes’ or ‘usually’ 
box for each food. There should be 8 (the number of 
participants) ticks distributed between the 4 boxes for each 
food as shown in Figure 9.

Step 6: Highlighting foods that were ‘usually’ or 
‘never’ eaten

once the interview results have been summarised, a star 
(*) should be written next to any foods that have a score of 
6-8 in the ‘usually’ column or a combined score of 6-8 in 
the ‘rarely’ and ‘never’ column. 

This will act as a prompt for the team leader during the first 
section of the focus group discussion in which the women 
are asked the reason why these foods are usually or never 
consumed. 

figure 9. An example of a consolidated dietary habits interview form. 
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Step 7: Conduct the focus group discussion

The aim of the focus group discussions is to collect 
qualitative data on the reasons for current dietary habits.  
it also asks women about staple foods, taboo foods, foods 
that are specifically given or withheld from vulnerable 
groups, and foods that are eaten but are not purchased 
from the market such as wild foods, food aid and foods 
grown or produced in the home. The focus group 
discussion questions can be adapted, removed or added  
to, depending on the objectives below. The following 
sections aim to provide a guide for practitioners. 

section 1: clarifying the interview results

The focus group discussion should begin by going through 
the interview results and asking why the specific starred (*) 
foods are ‘usually or ‘never’ eaten by households. in addition 
it is important that the team collect information on the 
following: 

•  The staple foods 

•  if the staple food differs by season 
–  if so, between what seasons does the staple food 

change?
 –  How does the staple food change i.e. from what, to 

what?

•  Taboo foods and the reasons for these taboos

•  Whether these typical dietary habits are the same for 
the rest of the community 
–  if not, what is different and why 

•  Whether these typical dietary habits differ by wealth 
group 
 – if so, how do they differ and for which wealth groups. 

section 2: discuss typical dietary habits 

in this section, the team should ask the women the 
following questions: 

•  How many times per day do people consume a meal?

•  Does this vary by season? 
–  if so, what is the meal frequency during the different 

seasons? 

•  Does daily meal frequency differ for particular individuals 
(i.e. a young child)? 
– if so, how?

•  Are there foods that children aged 6-23 months are 
specifically given? 
– if so, what foods?

 – Why?

•  Are there foods that pregnant women are specifically 
given? 
– if so, what foods? 
– Why?

•  Are there foods that breast feeding women are 
specifically given? 
– if so, what foods? 
– Why?

•  Are there foods that children aged 6-23 months are not 
given? 
– if so, what foods? 
– Why?

•  Are there foods that pregnant women are not given? 
– if so, what foods? 
– Why?

•  Are there foods that breast feeding women are not 
given?

  – if so, what foods?

  – Why?

•   Are there any foods that sick people are given?  
– if so, what foods? 
– Why?

•  Are there foods that used to be eaten but are no longer 
available?  
– if so, what foods 
– Why are these foods no longer available?

section 3: Present the nutritious diet 

The initial nutritious diet results generated using data from 
the market surveys or the pilot market survey should be 
presented to the women. To generate these results refer to 
section 5.7.3. This exercise is used as another way to 
capture what foods should be included in or excluded from 
the food habits diet. 

The team leader should read out the list of foods and the 
number of meals a day or week they should be eaten to 
the women and ask them the following questions: 

•  is this a diet that they would eat?  
– if not, why not? 

section 4: discuss the typical household size and 
composition 

if an HEA has not been done before the assessment, 
questions regarding typical household size and composition 
could be asked during the focus group discussions. For 
example: 

•  How many people are normally in a household?

•  Does this differ by wealth group? 
–  if so, what is the normal household size for the 

different wealth groups?

•  What is the normal composition of a household?

•  Does this differ by wealth group? 
– if so, what is the normal household composition for 
the different wealth groups?
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section 5: discuss foods that are consumed but not 
purchased in the market 

in this final section of the focus group discussion, the team 
leader should ask the following questions: 

•  Are there any foods that you consume but don’t 
purchase from the market?  
– if so, what foods? 
– Which seasons do you eat these foods? 
–  How many days a week does your household  

eat these foods during these seasons?

if wild foods are mentioned, it would be useful to try to 
estimate the portion size that a child aged 1-3 years might 
consume. if they are foraged nearby, a couple of team 
members should go with the women to gather enough for 
one portion for this child, per meal. This portion should 
then be weighed using the market survey weighing scales. 
photos of the wild foods should also be taken as 
recommended in section 4.4. 

Hints and tips

•  if portion sizes specific to the area are needed for the 
assessment, it is recommended that these are collected 
during the focus group discussions as recommended in 
section 2.1.1.3.

•  Seasonality is not taken into account in the interviews 
because these data should be accurately collected during 
the market survey. if there is no price per 100g for a 
food in a season, the software will not include it in the 
diet for that period. 

•  if households are being given food aid or food through 
government social protection schemes, it is important 
to collect data on what foods, the quantity given and 
how often these foods are given to households. A ‘What 
if? model (section 6.7) could be generated using the 
software to see what impact these rations are having on 
the cost, quality and affordability of the food habits diet. 

•  The interview results should be entered into the Cost of 
the Diet software every evening by the practitioner and/
or the data collectors.. 

•  The transcript of the focus group discussions should be 
typed up into a Microsoft Word document every 
evening. This should be done by the data collector team 
to ensure that no information is missed. 

4.6.1 Interview and focus group discussion 
equipment requirements

As the women are taking valuable time from their day to 
participate, it is suggested that they should each be given a 
snack and drink during the break when the interview results 
are being summarised. it is also recommended that a pair of 
the market survey scales is brought to the discussions in 
case portion sizes for wild foods are required. Standard 
survey stationary such as pencils, erasers, clipboards etc. are 
also required. A full list of stationary and equipment for the 
interviews and focus group discussions can be found in 
Annex 11.

4.6.2 Determining the minimum and maximum 
food frequency constraints for the food habits 
diet

The final minimum and maximum food frequency 
constraints entered into the Cost of the Diet software 
should create a food habits diet which provides a 
combination of foods that are typically eaten by households, 
but it does not simulate the diet that households are 
currently consuming as this may not be nutritious.  
Finding this balance is very important: a diet that is too 
restrictive is unlikely to be nutritious and defeats the objective 
of the food habits diet, but a diet that does not include the 
staple foods or includes taboo foods will not be realistic. 

it is recommended that the results from the interviews and 
focus group discussions should be used together to create 
the final minimum and maximum food frequency 
constraints. The Cost of the Diet software will calculate the 
minimum and maximum constraints based upon the 
interview results but the practitioner should check and alter 
these depending on the results from the focus group 
discussions. 

There are no strict rules on how to alter the minimum and 
maximum constraints as every local context will differ. The 
following sections aim to provide a guide for a practitioner 
and should be applied as appropriate.  

4.6.2.1 calculating the minimum and maximum 
constraints from the interview results using the cost of 
the diet software

Section 5.6.6 describes how to enter the consolidated 
interview data by village into the Cost of the Diet software. 
This section aims to explain how the software calculates the 
minimum and maximum results from the interview data 
entered. 

For every village, each interview response for a food 
(usually, often, rarely, never) is given the following the 
following values: 

  Usually = 2 

  often = 1 

  Rarely = 0.5 

  never = 0 

The values are added together for each food to give a total 
score, by village. For example: 

Chicken egg had the following response in Janga village, 
where 8 women were interviewed: 

 2 x usually = 4 

 3 x often = 3 

 3 x rarely = 1.5 

The total score for eggs in Janga village is therefore 8.5. 

This total score is then translated into the minimum and 
maximum constraints for each food, in a village according to 
Table 5 below.
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once the interview results from all of the villages have been 
entered the software consolidates minimum and maximum 
constraints for each food between the villages by choosing 
the modal values i.e. the most common minimum and 
maximum constraints. For example: 

The total score for eggs in Janga village = 8: minimum and 
maximum constraint of 0 and 7 

The total score for eggs in Hele village = 10: minimum and 
maximum constraint of 0 and 14 

The total score for eggs in Flabj village = 5: minimum and 
maximum constraint of 0 and 7

The consolidated minimum and maximum constraint for 
eggs will therefore be 0 and 7.

Sections 5.6.7 and 5.6.8 describe how to view the interview 
results and the minimum and maximum constraints by 
village and the consolidated for the assessment area. 

Hints and tips

•  it is recommended that 8 participants are interviewed in 
each village. However, in practice this is not always 
achieved. in the village reports the scores awarded to a 
food are always recalculated for a participant response 
rate of 8 people using the following formula:

  number of ‘usually/often/rarely/never’ responses * the 
score for each response / the number of participants * 
the standard number of people expected in an interview

  For example if data are entered for 10 people who all 
say that they ‘usually’ eat rice, the software will do the 
following calculation: 

  (10*2)/10*8 = 16

•  To consolidate the village interview results in order to 
identify the final minimum and maximum constraints,  
the software gives values from each village an equal 
weight, regardless of the number of participants who 
attended the interviews. This prevents the final results 
from being skewed towards villages where more or  
less than the recommended 8 participants attended.

For example if 5 people attend the interview in village 1 
and all say they ‘usually’ eat rice and 10 people attend the 
interview in village 2 but only 1 person says they ‘usually’ eat 
rice, the software will do the following calculation to give 
the final ‘usually’ results for rice:

 5/5 = 100%

 1/10 = 10%

 The average of 100% and 10% = 55% 

So a total 55% of respondents gave a ‘usually’ response for 
rice.  

4.6.2.2 updating the consolidated minimum and 
maximum constraints based on the results of the focus 
group discussions 

There is no standard method for updating minimum and 
maximum constraints with the results of the focus group 
discussions. However the following rules could be used as a 
guide to change the minimum and maximum constraints for 
individuals or for the household for all or specific seasons: 

•  Staple foods such as rice, maize, lentils etc. should have 
constraints of 7 and 14;

•  Taboo foods for the household or individuals should 
have constraints of 0 and 0;

•  if households or individuals are eating 3 or more meals a 
day, the maximum constraints for popular foods should 
be changed to 21 or higher; 

•  Regularly eaten foods could have a minimum constraint 
of 1or 2;

•  Foods that are eaten but not purchased should be 
included in the diet during the seasons they are eaten 
and for the number of times stated in the FgD.

once decided, the consolidated interview-based minimum 
and maximum constraints can be updated manually in the 
Cost of the Diet software as described in section 5.7.6.

table 5.the total score for a food and the associated minimum and maximum constraint that 
the cost of the diet software applies

Total score Minimum constraint Maximum constraint

0-1.5 0 0

2 -8.5 0 7

9-15.5 0 14

16 7 14



4. data collection 57

4.7 Including ‘free foods’ in a Cost of the Diet 
assessment 

in some contexts households may rely as an essential source 
of energy and nutrients on the consumption of wild foods, 
food aid and the foods they produce. These foods have no 
monetary value and are often termed ‘free foods’. it is 
therefore important that these foods are included in the 
Cost of the Diet assessment to ensure that the cost 
estimates include these ‘free’ sources of food. These data 
can be included in an analysis in two ways: 

1.  By monetising the quantity of the ‘free food’ consumed 
by each wealth group and adding this amount to their 
annual income; this is recommended if an HEA has been 
done in the same livelihood zone.

2.  By collecting the information outlined in section 4 of the 
focus group discussion in detail and replicating this 
consumption using the Cost of the Diet software; this is 
recommended if an HEA has not been done. 

4.7.1 Monetising the value of ‘free foods’

The steps below describe how to monetise the value of the 
free foods consumed. The HEA baseline Excel spreadsheet 
and the ‘monetising free foods’ Excel spreadsheet will be 
required. To request, email cotd@savethechildren.org.uk

1.    When opening the raw HEA data, click on the ‘sum’ tab 
at the bottom. The page should look as shown in Figure 
10 below: 

2.   Copy and paste all the information in columns A – F 
into the ‘monetising free foods’ Excel spreadsheet into 
the tab called ‘Raw HEA data’. 

3.    in the ‘monetising free food’ spreadsheet extract the 
HEA food, income and expenditure summary data for 
each wealth group and copy this into the ‘income’ tab.  

4.    Refer to the ‘Raw HEA data’ tab and extract all of the 
free sources of food (except purchase) and the 
percentage of the kilocalorie requirement each free 
food source provides and paste it into the ‘income’ tab. 
For example, Figure 11 shows in row 84 that 22% of 
the better off wealth group’s kilocalorie requirements 
came from camel milk, butter and ghee in season 1. 
Row 85 shows that that the middle wealth group obtain 
9% of their kilocalorie requirement from camel milk, 
butter and ghee in season 2. 

5.    Copy and paste the annual income for each wealth 
group in the top left hand corner of each wealth group 
tab. This is cell B1 in Figure 12. 

6.    The energy requirements for the family for a year 
should then be calculated (cell E1 in Figure 12). To do 
this, go back to the HEA spreadsheet and extract the 
typical household size for each wealth group from the 
wealth group characteristics summary. Multiply this 
number by 2,100, the average energy requirement used 
in an HEA, and multiply this by 365. For example if 
there were 7 people in a typical poor family the 
equation required would be 7 x 2100 x 365.

7.    Copy and paste the sources of ‘free foods’ extracted  
from the raw HEA data (as discussed in point 4) and 
paste into column A. 

8.    Copy and paste the percentage of the energy requirement 
that each ‘free food’ provides for the corresponding 
wealth group into column B and convert these figures into 
a decimal (E.g. 10% becomes 0.1) by formatting the cell. 
once complete, highlight the cells with a decimal value 
in a different colour as shown in Figure 13. 

figure 10. A screen shot of the ‘sum’ tab in the heA baseline microsoft excel spreadsheet.
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9.  To calculate the values in column C (in Figure 13) the 
proportion of the energy requirement in kcal that each 
food provides (column B in Figure 13) should be 
multiplied by the energy requirement in kcal for the 
family per year (cell E1 in the Figure 13).

10.  The information required for column D (the total 
number of kilocalories per 100g of each food) can be 
found in the food composition database in the Cost of 
the Diet software. For wild foods, this information can 
be found in the raw HEA data spreadsheet (usually in 
the ‘data 3’ tab, if not it will be signposted in the ‘sum’ 
tab) and is often given in kilocalorie per kg which will 
need to be converted into kilocalorie per 100g. For 
example, Figure 14 below shows that Erut contains 
1995 kcals per kg (row 11) and that Edapal contains 
1220 kcals per kg (row 18). To convert into kcals per 
100g, divide these figures by 10. 

11.  To calculate the information in Column E (in Figure 12) 
the total number of kilocalories provided by each ‘free 
food’ per household per year (column C) needs to be 
divided by the kilocalories per 100g of each food 
(column D). 

12.  To calculate the information in Column F the price per 
100g for each food (obtained from the Cost of the 
Diet market survey) should be averaged across the 
seasons if seasonal data has been collected. if this 
information for wild foods could not be collected,  
it can be found as outlined in point 10.

13.  The final step is to calculate the monetary value of each 
of the ‘free foods’ by multiplying the price per 100g 
(column F in Figure 12) by how much of the food in 
weight is produced by the household (column E in 
Figure 12). once the monetary value of all the ‘free 
foods’ have been calculated these need to be added 
together to give the final annual value as shown in cell 
g16 in Figure 12. 

These steps should be completed for each wealth group. 
The final figure then needs to be added to the annual 
income of each wealth group as determined by the HEA, to 
give the final annual income figure that will be used by the 
Cost of the Diet to estimate the affordability of the diet. 

figure 11. A screen shot of the heA baseline data in the ‘sum’ tab which demonstrates the kcals (%) data that needs to 
be copied into the ‘income’ tab of the ‘monetising the value of free foods’ spreadsheet.

figure 12. A screen shot of the table that is used to monetise the value of free foods for different wealth groups
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figure 13. A screen shot showing the data that should be extracted from the heA baseline spreadsheet and copied into 
columns A and b.

figure 14. A screen shot from the heA baseline spreadsheet to demonstrate where to 
access kilocalorie data for wild foods. 
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4.7.2 Including ‘free foods’ in the Cost of the Diet 
software

To include free foods in a Cost of the Diet assessment using 
the second option where HEA data are not available, it is 
important that the focus group discussion is used to collect 
detailed data on the following information: 

•  The ‘free’ foods that households consume;

•  The seasons that these foods are consumed ‘free’  
of cost;

•  The number of times a week these foods are eaten;

•  The portion size that is being consumed, if possible.

To include these foods in the software the following steps 
should be taken: 

1.  Add these foods to the food list for the second time 
(section 5.5.3)

2. Set the price of these foods to ‘0’ (section 5.8.5.1) 

3.  Change the portion sizes if this information has been 
collected (section 5.8.5.2)

4.  Change the minimum and maximum constraints of these 
foods for the specific seasons these foods are eaten to 
replicate the consumption pattern (section 5.7.6)

4.8 Recruiting data collectors

As with all surveys, the quality of the data is only as good  
as the quality of the data collectors. it is essential that the 
team are recruited and trained effectively. This section  
aims to provide recommendations for the number of  
data collectors hired, the skills and experience they should 
have and how they should be trained. 

4.8.1 Deciding on the number of data collectors 
to be hired  

it is recommended that between 6 to 8 data collectors  
are hired for a Cost of the Diet assessment. However  
this will depend on: 

•  The time available for data collection; 

•  How many markets surveys, interviews and focus group 
discussions are to be conducted;

•  The size of the markets, so the number of traders and 
food availability; 

•  The distance to travel between markets, villages and 
base camp  

The main advantage of having a large team is that data 
collection can be done quickly. However, there are also 
advantages to having a smaller team as individuals can be 
trained extensively so that minimal support is required and 
the quality of the data is increased. ideally training on the 
Cost of the Diet should build capacity in a country so that 
data collectors can conduct a Cost of the Diet assessment 
without external support. 

The data collectors must be hired from the assessment 
area as their local knowledge will be needed to write the 
food list (see section 4.3) and could be used to check that 
the markets and villages selected for the assessment are 
appropriate, as described in section 4.1. The individuals 
selected should be chosen based upon the following 
criteria: 

•  Speak the language of the Cost of the Diet practitioner 
(essential)

•  Speak the local language of the assessment area 
(essential)

•  Be literate and numerate so that they can fill in the data 
sheets (essential)

•  Be computer literate so that they can help the 
practitioner enter market survey data (desirable)

•  Have previous experience doing market surveys, 
interviews or focus group discussions (desirable).

Hints and tips 

•  The sex of the people hired to collect data should be 
considered. in some settings it might be best to use men 
to collect market survey data and women to conduct 
the interviews and focus group discussions.

•  The ethnicity of the data collectors may also need to be 
considered, depending on the assessment area. 

4.8.2 Data collector training 

As a guide, it is recommended that 3-4 days are spent 
training the data collectors how to do market surveys  
and conduct interviews and focus group discussions.  
The length of time spent training will, however, depend  
on the competency of the team and is up to the 
practitioner’s discretion. 

it is recommended that the training itself is a mixture of 
short presentations, practical role plays, writing the food list 
and a pilot market survey. it may also be useful to use this 
time to discuss the assessment location, the villages and 
markets selected for data collection, the length and timings 
of the seasons and the typical household size of poor 
wealth groups. A generic training schedule can be found in 
Annex 10. The activities of each day are described in more 
detail below. 

Day 1

Team work is essential when conducting market surveys 
and focus group discussions. it is therefore important that 
the first day of training consists of activities that will enable 
the data collectors to learn each other’s name and to get 
them working as a team. it is also the practitioner’s 
opportunity to set the tone of the training and data 
collection and start to establish a rapport with their team. 
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A short presentation should be given that explains what the 
Cost of the Diet is and the aims of the study. it is important 
that the data collectors know what a nutritious diet is and 
the reasons why households might not achieve this to set 
the context of the data that they are collecting and to 
improve their understanding of the study. This will enable 
them to explain the study to the general community, the 
traders and to the women who are interviewed, if asked. 
This session is also a good opportunity for the practitioner 
to learn about the local context of the assessment. 

The food list should be written during the first day of data 
collector training. The easiest way to write the food list is by 
food group. At the beginning of this session, a short 
presentation should be given to teach the team about what 
foods are included and excluded from the food list. An 
activity that assesses the data collector’s knowledge of food 
groups and what foods are included in each is also 
recommended. The team should then be divided into pairs 
and given flip chart paper with the name of their food 
group to work on. Each pair should then list the local and 
English name of all of the foods in the food groups that they 
have been given. once complete, the lists should be 
presented back to the group so that any mistakes can be 
corrected or missing foods can be added. 

The last session of the first day should be spent confirming 
the name and dates of the seasons for the market survey, 
typical household size and composition (if an HEA has not 
been done) and the representativeness of the selected 
village and market sites. 

in the evening the practitioner should set up the assessment 
in the Cost of the Diet software (section 5.5.1) and enter 
the food list and the local names for these foods (section 
5.5.3 and 5.5.5). if foods have been identified but are not 
found in the Cost of the Diet software database, they 
should be added as a new food as described in section 
5.5.4. once data collection is over, the practitioner should 
try and find food composition data on these foods. 
information can occasionally be found through national 
nutrition or agricultural research centres, databases such as 
the infood network, or through organisations such as Kew 
gardens in the UK or the World Agroforestry centre in 
nairobi. 

Market survey and interview questionnaires should then be 
printed ready for practice on the second day of training. if 
the team are going to practice the market survey data 
collection the practitioner should obtain some food for 
them to weigh. 

Day 2

The second day of data collection training should start with 
a presentation that describes the aim of the market survey 
and how to collect market survey data. As the practitioner 
is going through the presentation the use of the weighing 
scales should be demonstrated using the practice foods. 
once the presentation is complete the knowledge of the 
data collectors should be tested. it is recommended that 
this is done using a practical market survey role play exercise. 

The same process should be repeated for the interviews 
and focus group discussions; a short presentation and 
demonstration by the practitioner followed by a practical 
activity to enable the data collectors to practice the 
methods they are learning. 

in the evening the practitioner should get the equipment 
ready for the pilot market survey the following day. 

Day 3 

it is recommended that data collectors conduct a pilot 
market survey to practice asking traders about the price 
and weight of foods, filling in the questionnaire and using 
the scales to weigh foods. The practitioner should take this 
opportunity to look for mistakes or misunderstandings and 
check that methods are being applied correctly. it is 
recommended that the team spend 2-3 hours in the 
market. 

When the team returns to the training venue, time should 
be spent answering questions, adding new foods found to 
the food list, and clarifying the market survey data collection 
techniques. if there is time the practitioner may want to 
teach the teams how to enter the data collected into the 
Cost of the Diet software. 

Hints and tips

•  A Cost of the Diet practitioner who has been certified 
by Save the Children will have all of the materials and 
skills required to teach a group of data collectors. 

•  it is important that the data collectors provide the name 
of the season that will prompt the trader to give the 
right price information. These names might be different 
to the standard season names. 

•  it does not matter if there are a few foods missing from 
the food list. During the pilot market survey or the data 
collection, new foods maybe found and can easily be 
added to the food list and questionnaires using the Cost 
of the Diet software (see section 5.5.3).

•  it is recommended that the data from the pilot market 
survey is entered into the Cost of the Diet software as a 
separate assessment (see section 5.5.1). The results 
could be used to generate a nutritious diet that is 
presented to the women during the focus group 
discussion. 
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figure 15. A screen shot showing the progress bar 
that pops up when the software is calculating a diet 
and exporting or importing an assessment

5.1 Introduction

This ‘How to’ section aims to give a practitioner the 
knowledge to be able to run a Cost of the Diet assessment, 
including: how to use the software to prepare for data 
collection; how to enter market survey and dietary habits 
interview data; how calculate the cost of a diet using these 
data; how to summarise the results; and how to run ‘what 
if?’ models. 

Version 2 of the Cost of the Diet programme was 
developed by Management Systems Modelling Ltd (MSM 
Software) and is written using Delphi XE5© incorporating 
the following open source components:

•  lp_solve version 5.5.2.0, an open access linear 
programming solver

•  TMS grid pack matrix utilities

•  FastReport report generator

•  Devarc UniDAC universal data access components.

There are 3 different types of files embedded within the 
software: 

•  .db3 file: The database file which contains all of the 
underlying databases and assessments 

•  .cod file: The exported file of one assessment only and 
contains all of the information within this assessment

•  Cod.sys file: The exported file from the underlying 
database only.  

The software runs on Microsoft Windows Xp and 
Windows 7 operating systems. it has not been tested  
on Windows 8 or on the Apple operating system.  
The software should always be run directly from a  
laptop or a computer as described in section 5.4.1.  
it should not be not be run directly from a USB stick. 

Depending on the number of seasons, market surveys, 
traders and villages in an assessment, the software might 
take a few minutes to import, refresh and analyse the data 
and produce reports. During these operations the progress 
bar shown in Figure 15 will appear. if the progress bar  
is moving, the software is calculating and should not be 
stopped. if the progress bar stops for a prolonged period  
of time then the software needs to be stopped by clicking 
Ctrl Alt Del and using the Task Manager and the problem 
reported to cotd@savethechildren.org.uk ideally with  
an explanation of when it happened.  

5.1.1 Symbols used in the Cost of the Diet 
software and their function

The software uses the following symbols to signify different 
functions of the programme. 

   This function enables users to add information such as 
seasons, markets, food traders and villages. 

   This function enables users to delete information such 
as seasons, markets, food traders and villages. 

   This function enables users to change the order of 
information such as seasons, markets, food traders and 
villages. 

   This menu function enables users to access the results 
reports that the software produces. 

   This function enables users to sort the assessments, 
food tables and nutrient specifications by different 
criteria. For example foods in the food table database 
can be sorted by local name, energy content, fat 
content etc.

5.2 Terms and conditions of acceptable use 
of the software 

By using the software the user will enter into a license 
agreement, full details of which can be found in the ‘License 
Agreement’ document provided at point of download. 

Save the Children provides no guarantee that the software 
will work on any operating systems other than Windows 7 
and Xp professional. Users run the software on other 
operating systems at their own risk and Save the Children 
cannot be held responsible for the impact that doing 
otherwise has on the software or a computer. 

Save the Children provides no warranty or guarantee for 
this software and cannot be responsible for any 
unintentional changes it makes to the computer it is run 
from. 

Save the Children has made every effort to check that the 
results and output are correctly calculated but as there is 
no independent method of verifying calculations, Save the 
Children cannot be held responsible for any decisions made 
on the basis of an assessment that is subsequently shown  
to be incorrect. 
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Save the Children requests that new users register  
and download the software from www.savethechildren.
org.uk/costofthediet By registering, this will ensure that  
all users are notified about future updates to the software 
or its underlying databases. Save the Children cannot be 
held responsible if unregistered users continue to use 
versions of the software or databases that become 
unsupported in the future.  

if a problem is found with the Cost of the Diet software 
users are requested to email cotd@savethechildren.org.uk 
with a detailed description of the steps taken that led to  
the problem. 

5.3 Cost of the Diet software flow diagram

Figure 16 is a flow diagram of the Cost of the Diet 
software, showing the different screens and how they are 
related. When creating a new assessment the software 
follows a logical process to guide the user through data 
collection, data entry and analysis. once this process has 
been completed the user can easily return to the specific 
screens to view raw data, results and reports. 

The software was designed so that users can easily navigate 
through the system and its different screens. Each screen 
has a heading in the top left hand corner, which have been 
referenced in inverted commas (‘’) throughout this section. 
The data entry screens and the results screens also show 
the name of the screen and use vertical lines to separate 
screens by their level, for example: 

Enter market survey data: Season name | Market name | 
Food trader name

figure 16. the cost of the 
diet software flow diagram 
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5.4 Getting started 

5.4.1 Copy the software to a new sub-directory

The software may be put onto a USB stick as a way of sharing the program with other users. However, 
it should not be run from a USB stick and instead, should always be run from a sub-directory on a 
laptop on computer. The software does not require any installation and does not change or install any 
files in the Windows system sub-directory, so no administrator rights are required. The files simply 
need to be downloaded or copied to a new sub-directory on your computer, for example: C:\
Software\CotD or D:\Data\CotD or whatever you chose to call it. 

once copied you can create a shortcut to the main application file by going to the Desktop, right click 
on the screen to show a pop-up menu, select new, then Shortcut, then click on the Browse button 
and find and select the file CostofDiet.exe, as shown in the screen shot below. This will launch the 
software every time you click on the Shortcut. The Cost of the Diet logo should be applied to the 
shortcut.

5.4.2 Run the Cost of the Diet software

The software can be started from the shortcut or directly by clicking twice on the file CostofDiet in 
the folder subdirectory.

figure 17. A screen shot showing the cost of the diet application file that should be selected to launch the software.

figure 18. A pop up security message that may appear when launching the software the first time. 

if the message below pops up, click ‘Run’.
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figure 19. A screen shot of the cost of the 
diet software ‘splash’ screen that should 
appear when the software is launched. 

1.  The software ‘splash’ screen (shown in Figure 19) should pop up for a few seconds and then the programme opens the 
assessment homepage screen.

figure 20. A screen shot of a completed ‘Assessment setup’ page in the cost of the diet software.

5.5 Assessment set up 

5.5.1 How to set up a new assessment

1.  open the ‘Assessments’ homepage and click the ‘Add new’ button/link. 

2.  The ‘Assessment Setup’ screen will pop up where the assessment details should be entered as 
Figure 20 shows. 

3.  To add or delete Seasons, Markets, Food traders and Villages click on the  ‘     ’  or  ‘     ’  signs.

4.  To change the order of the Seasons, Markets, Food traders and Villages, click on the grey triangles. 

5.  To be able to complete the assessment set up, at least one Season, Market, Food trader and Village 
must be added.

6.  To export the data in this screen to Microsoft Excel, follow the steps described in section 5.9.6.

7.  Click the ‘Save/Continue’ button to save without leaving this screen.

8.  To save incomplete data and leave this screen, click the ‘Save/Continue’ button and then the ‘Close’ 
button.

9.  once all the details have been added click ‘Save/Close’. The software will open the assessment 
homepage.  
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Hints and tips 

•   To add specific, detailed information about the assessment area, click on the ‘     ’ sign next to 
‘Sub-location’ and type in the additional details.

•   The currency selected in the ‘Location’ section is the currency that the results will be shown in. 

•   if a country is selected in the ‘Default Food List’ drop down menu, the software will automatically 
load all the foods from this country in the ‘Select Foods’ screen.

•   only 1 season or period needs to be added to do an assessment. if more than one season or 
period is added, all the seasons or periods in the year must be included and must add up to a total 
of 365 or 366 days, if the current year is a leap year.

•   if a market sells food in a currency that is different to the main currency of the assessment area, this 
can be changed at the market level of the assessment set up screen. The software will automatically 
convert the price per 100g into the main currency using conversion factors that are stored in the 
currency database. 

5.5.2. View an existing assessment 

1.  open the ‘Assessments’ homepage and click on the hyperlinked name of the assessment you would 
like to view.

2.  The software will open the ‘Assessment Summary’ screen where you can view and edit the 
assessment details, market survey and dietary habit interview data and the diet analysis. 

3.  To export the data in this screen to Microsoft Excel, follow the steps described in section 5.9.6. 

figure 21. A screen shot of the ‘Assessments’ homepage screen in the cost of the diet assessment, showing a newly 
added assessment.

Hints and tips

•   Use the ‘     ’  icon to sort the assessment by name, livelihood zone, organisation, assessor or last 
updated. 

5.5.3 Add foods or supplements to an assessment from the food composition table 
database 

1.  open the specific ‘Assessment Summary’ screen and click on the ‘Add/ or edit foods’ link. 

2.  The software will open the ‘Select Foods’ screen shown below. Use the drop down menus in the 
top left hand corner of this screen to filter the food list by Food Table (by country), Food group 
and name to Display to make food selection quicker. Alternatively, use the search function on the 
right to find specific foods in the database.

3.  The foods in the food composition database are shown in the left panel. To select a food and add it 
to the assessment click on the ‘>’ button. The selected food should move to the right panel.

4.  To remove a food from the assessment food list, select it from the right panel and click the ‘<’ 
button.

5.  To view the additional information for a food, click on the blue ‘View’ hyperlink in the nutritional 
information section at the bottom right hand corner of the screen. 

6.  Click the ‘Save/Continue’ button to save without leaving this screen.

7.  To save incomplete data and leave this screen, click the ‘Save/Continue’ button and then the ‘Close’ 
button.

8.  once all the details have been added click ‘Save/Close’. The software will return to the assessment 
summary screen. 
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figure 22. A screen shot of the ‘select foods’ screen with a completed food list in the cost of the diet 
software.   

Hints and tips

•  A food cannot be added twice to the food list. 

•   To add multiple foods to the food list simultaneously, select a food and hold the ‘Ctrl’ key and then 
select the other foods desired. The software will highlight in blue all of the foods and move them  
all into the food list when the ‘>’ button is selected. The same method can be applied to removing 
foods from the assessment food list. 

•   The software will always add one more food to the food list when it comes to analysing the diet. 
This food is breast milk, which is automatically included in the diet of children aged 6-23 months. 
For example, 30 foods may be added to the food list but when it comes to analysing the diet, the 
software will consider 31 foods. This difference is noticeable in the ‘Analysis’ section of the 
‘Assessment Summary’ screen as the ‘Foods’ column will always contain an additional food.

5.5.4 How to create a new food or supplement and add it to an assessment

1.  open the ‘Select Food’ screen and click the ‘Create new Food’ button in the bottom left of the screen.

2.  The software will open the ‘Add a food to the local food list’ screen shown in Figure 23.  
Fill in the food details and nutrient information sections as Figure 23 demonstrates: 

figure 23. A screen shot of a completed ‘Add a food to the local food list’ screen in the cost of the diet software.
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3.  if some of the nutrient information for a new food or supplement is not yet known, select the food 
status as ‘draft’. The food or supplement can still be added to the assessment but the missing data 
will need to be updated and the status changed to ‘Final’ before data analysis takes place.

4. To export the data in this screen to Microsoft Excel, follow the steps described in section 5.9.6.

5. Click the ‘Save/Continue’ button to save without leaving this screen.

6.  To save incomplete data and leave this screen, click the ‘Save/Continue’ button and then the ‘Close’ 
button.

7. When completed, click ‘Save/Close’. The software will return to the ‘Select Food’ screen. 

8.  To add or remove the new food or supplement to the assessment, use the ‘>’ and ‘<’ buttons as 
described in section 5.5.3. 

9.  To edit or remove the new food or supplement’s details, select the food in the ‘Select Food’ screen 
and click on the blue ‘Edit’ hyperlink in the nutritional information section at the bottom right hand 
of the screen. The software will open the ‘Add a food to the local food list’ screen where the 
information can be changed or the delete button selected 

Hints and tips

•   if the edible portion factor for a food is not known, use the food composition table database as a 
reference by finding a similar food and using the same factor. 

•   if the country origin of the new food is not in the ‘Food Table’ drop down menu, select ‘other’ and 
write this country in brackets after the food name e.g. Banana (Ethiopia)

•   To enter symbolic text in the ‘Local name’ or ‘other name’ cell, either type this directly into the 
cell using the ‘Alt Key’ and numeric keypad numbers e.g. Alt 230 gives the µ symbol, or copy and 
paste the text from notepad or Microsoft Word into the cells 

•   To ensure accurate results, the data for the following nutrients must be added for a new food or 
supplement in these units: 

5.5.5 Set the local name of foods

When conducting the market surveys and dietary habit interviews, it is useful to include the local name 
of foods on the data collection sheets so that they can be identified easily by local data collectors. 
These local names will also be included in the analysis reports where appropriate. 

1. open the ‘Assessment Summary’ screen and click on the ‘Set local name for food’ link. 

2.  The screen shown in Figure 24 will pop up where the local and/or other names for the foods can 
be entered. The local names that are entered in this screen are automatically included in the market 
survey and dietary habit interview data collection sheets.

3. Click the ‘Save/Continue’ button to save without leaving this screen.

4.  To save incomplete data and leave this screen, click the ‘Save/Continue’ button and then the ‘Close’ 
button.

5. Click ‘Save/Close’ when complete; the software will then return to the assessment summary screen.

  Energy (kcal)

  protein (g)

  Fat (g)

  Vitamin A (µg Retinol equivalents)

  Vitamin C (mg)

  Vitamin B1 (mg)

  Vitamin B2 (mg)

  niacin (mg niacin Equivalents)

  pantothenic acid (mg)

  Vitamin B6 (mg)

  Folic acid (µg DFE)

  Vitamin B12 (µg)

  Absorbed calcium (mg)

  Absorbed iron (mg)

  Magnesium (mg)

  Zinc (mg)
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Hints and tips

•   The local names for foods are included in the Bangladesh and West Africa food composition tables. 
These names are automatically used by the software. They can be edited to make them more 
locally appropriate by clicking on them and typing an alternative name.

•   To enter symbolic text in the ‘local’ or ‘other name’ cell, either type this directly into the cell using the 
Alt plus keypad combination or copy and paste text from notepad or Microsoft Word into the cells.

figure 24. A screen shot of the ‘set local name for food’ screen in the cost of the diet software. 

5.6 Data collection

5.6.1 Print the market survey and dietary habits interview data collection forms 

1.  open the ‘Assessment Summary’ screen and click on the ‘print market survey data entry sheets’ or ‘print 
dietary habits interview sheets’ links. A new screen will pop up showing the data collection survey forms. 

2.  To print these sheets, click on the printer symbol  ‘       ’  in the top left hand corner of the screen.  
A standard Windows print screen should pop up where the print settings and properties  
can be changed before clicking ‘oK’.  

5.6.2 Enter market survey data 

1. open the ‘Assessment Summary’ screen and click on the ‘Enter /edit market survey data’ link.

2.   The software will open the ‘Market survey data entry summary’ screen shown below, which shows 
what data have been entered for what market, food trader and season.

figure 25. A screen shot of the market survey data 
entry options in the ‘market survey data entry 
summary’ screen in the cost of the diet software. 
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figure 26. A screen shot of a completed ‘enter market survey data’ screen in the cost of the diet software. 

3.  To enter data, select the link that corresponds with the market, food trader and season.  
The data entry screen shown in Figure 26 should pop up:

4.  Before entering the price and weight data, the date of data entry should be set and the name of the 
people who collected and entered the market survey data should be entered in the ‘interviewer’ 
box. To distinguish between these individuals use the abbreviations DC (data collector) and DE 
(data enterer) as shown in the screen shot above. This allows practitioners to identify who collected 
or entered the data in case errors or problems are found. 

5.  Enter the price and weight data for foods written by the data collectors on the data collection 
forms into the corresponding cells as shown in Figure 26. 

6.  The software will not allow data to be saved and accepted if a price has been entered without at 
least one weight and a weight without a price will also not be accepted. The software will highlight 
in red the cell that contains missing data. 

7. To export the data in this screen to Microsoft Excel, follow the steps described in section 5.9.6.

8. Click the ‘Save/Continue’ button to save without leaving this screen. 

9.  To save incomplete data and leave this screen, click the ‘Save/Continue’ button and then the ‘Close’ 
button. The software will return to the ‘Market survey data entry summary’ screen and the 
corresponding blue hyperlink for the market will change from ‘Enter’ to ‘Review’.

10.  once data entry is complete click ‘Save/Accept’. The software will return to the ‘Market survey 
data entry summary’ screen and the corresponding blue hyperlink for the market will change from 
‘Enter’ to ‘Completed’. To return to the assessment summary screen click the ‘Back’ button.

Hint and tips

•   if a food was not in season type nS in the price cell. 

•   If a food was not available in the market, leave the price and weight cells blank.

•   if weight data for liquids such as oil and milk have been collected in millilitres, change the unit from 
grams to millilitres, using the drop down menu button in the ‘units’ column. The software will 
automatically calculate the price per 100g for this food using the liquid to grams conversion factors, 
the results of which can be viewed in the ‘Show market survey summary’ screen (see section 5.6.4 
for more information). 

•   The software has the ability to copy the data entered in the first season to the other seasons in the 
assessment. Use the check box in the ‘Does the weight or price change across the seasons?’ column 
as a visible reminder of what figures need to be updated in the other seasons as shown in Figure 26.
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5.6.3 Copy market survey data to other seasons

1.  if market survey data have been collected for more than one season the software gives the option to 
copy the data from the active season to the other seasons. The aim of this function is to save time during 
data entry. The software gives the user this option after data for the first season has been entered as 
shown in Figure 27: 

2.  To copy the data from the active season to the other seasons, click on the blue ‘Copy’ hyperlink.  
once confirmed, the blue hyperlinks for the other seasons will change from ‘Enter’ to ‘Review’. 

3.  To complete data entry for the other seasons, follow the steps outlined in the previous section and  
click ‘Save/Accept’. The software will return to the ‘Market survey data entry summary’ screen and  
the corresponding blue hyperlink for the market will change from ‘Review’ to ‘Completed’.   

4.  if copying the data to all seasons is not appropriate, click on the ‘Enter’ links and enter the data in its 
entirety following the steps outlined in section 5.6.2. once data entry is complete, click ‘Save/Accept’.  
The software will return to the ‘Market survey data entry summary’ screen and the corresponding  
blue hyperlink for the market will change from ‘Enter’ to ‘Completed’.  

5.  To export the data in this screen summary to Microsoft Excel, follow the steps described in section 5.9.6. 

5.6.4 View the market survey results

1.  open the ‘Assessment Summary’ screen and click on the ‘Show market survey summary’ link.  
A pop up screen shown in Figure 28 will appear which gives the user the option to select what markets 
and seasons are required for viewing. 

 
 
 
2.  To view the data in grams select the ‘Report (grams)’ button from this pop up screen. Any foods that 

have been entered in millilitres will automatically be converted into grams using the millilitres to grams 
conversion factor. 

3.  To view the data in the units that were entered (so grams and millilitres if applicable) click on the ‘Report 
(Entered Units)’ button from this pop up screen.

4.  The software will open the report summary screen showing the data that was requested. please be 
patient: if there have been several market surveys over several seasons this report may take time to 
produce. These data can be printed and exported into Microsoft Excel and Word by following the steps 
outlined in the section 5.9.7 and 5.9.6.

figure 27. A screen shot of the ‘market 
survey data entry summary’ screen in the 
cost of the diet software showing the ‘copy 
data to seasons’ function for food trader 1. 

figure 28. A screen shot showing 
the pop up screen that enables 
users to select the market and 
season market survey summary 
data that should be displayed by 
the cost of the diet software. 
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5.6.5 Check the market survey data for errors 

it is important that the prices and weights entered are checked against the printed market survey 
sheets to correct any errors. However the software can also help practitioners spot any potentially 
incorrect values. 

1.  open the market survey data report for the market and season required for data checking as 
outlined in the previous section.  

2.  Any weights that are highlighted in yellow fall out of the 5th and 95th percentile validation (as 
shown in Figure 29) and should be reviewed by the Cost of the Diet practitioner as described  
in section 4.5.1. 

5.6.6 Enter dietary habits interview data 

1.  open the ‘Assessment summary’ screen and click on the ‘Enter/ edit dietary habits interview data’ link. 

2.  The software will open the ‘Dietary habits interview data entry summary’ screen shown below: 

figure 30. A screen shot of the 
‘dietary habits interview data 
entry summary’ screen in the 
cost of the diet software. 

figure 29. A screen shot of a market survey report that demonstrates the 5th and 95th 
percentile highlighting function in the cost of the diet software. 
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3.  Click on the name of the village, shown as a blue hyperlink and a pop up screen (shown in Figure 31) 
will appear.

4.  Before any data are entered it is important that the number of participants who took part in the 
interview is entered in the ‘number of people’ box. if this is not done first the software will not 
indicate when an incorrect total response rate has been entered. 

5.  The total number of responses for each food as shown in the screen shot above should be entered. 
These data should be collated by the Cost of the Diet practitioner or team leader before the focus 
group discussions take place, as discussed in section 4.6. 

6.  The total number of responses given for a food must add up to the number of participants entered 
in the ‘number of people’ box. if this does not happen, the software will highlight in red the 
corresponding food’s cell in the ‘Total’ column and it will not be possible to save the data without 
receiving an error message. 

7.  To export the data in the screens shown in Figure 30 and 31 to Microsoft Excel, follow the steps 
described in section 5.9.6. 

8. Click the ‘Save/Continue’ button to save without leaving this screen.

9.  To save incomplete data and leave this screen, click the ‘Save/Continue’ button and then the ‘Close’ 
button.

10. Click ‘Save/Close’ when complete, the software will return to the assessment summary screen.

Hints and tips

•   in a standard Cost of the Diet assessment the dietary habits information is usually collected for the 
current year in one set of interviews rather than conducting interviews in every season. However it 
is possible to conduct interviews in every season and enter these data into the software by changing 
the active season in the ‘Assessment Setup’ screen. To change the active season, select the ‘Add a 
season’ link on the ‘Assessment Summary’ screen and use the grey triangles to change the order of 
the seasons so that the desired season is at the top and is shown as the ‘active season’ on the 
‘Assessment Summary’ screen. 

figure 31. A screen shot of a completed ‘enter dietary habits interview data’ screen in the cost of the diet software. 
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5.6.7 View the dietary habits interview results by village 

1.  open the assessment summary screen and click on the ‘Enter/edit dietary habits interview data’ link. 

2.  The software will open the ‘Dietary habits interview data entry summary’ screen as shown in the 
previous section. 

3.  To view the summary results for each village click on the blue ‘Report’ hyperlink. 

4.  The software will open the summary report for that village which shows the responses for each 
category, the scores that determine the minimum and maximum constraints for a food, and the 
calculated minimum and maximum constraint for a food. please be patient: if there is a long food 
list, this report may take time to produce.

5.  For a reminder of how the minimum and maximum constraints are calculated by the software,  
see section 4.6.2.

6.  These data can be printed and exported into Microsoft Excel and Word by following the steps 
outlined in section 5.9.7 and 5.9.6. 

5.6.8 View the dietary habits interview results summary 

1.  open the ‘Assessment Summary’ screen and select the blue ‘Show dietary habits summary’ 
hyperlink. 

2.  The software will open the consolidated dietary habits interview results report. This report 
summarises all of the village interview results and shows the percentage of respondents who gave 
each of the four possible answers (usually, often, rarely, never) for every food found in the market. 
This report also shows the final scores that determine the minimum and maximum constraints 
for a food and the final constraints for each food, which will be used in the food habits diet. 

3.  For a reminder of how the minimum and maximum constraints are calculated by the software, 
see section 4.6.2. 

4.  These data can be printed and exported into Microsoft Excel and Word by following the steps 
outlined in section 5.9.7 and 5.9.6.  

5.7 Standard analyses 

The standard analyses are the four diets that the software produces (as discussed in section 2.2), 
calculated using the results of the market survey and dietary habits interview, without changing the 
underlying data. They should be presented in every Cost of the Diet report. it might be necessary  
to change the minimum or maximum food frequency constraints, depending on the results of the 
focus group discussions. 

The standard analyses can be accessed by clicking on the blue ‘View’ hyperlink next to the ‘Standard 
Analysis’ model in the assessment summary screen as shown in Figure 32. 

it is recommended that the ‘Refresh’ button, shown next to the blue ‘View’ hyperlink in Figure 32  
is selected after all the market survey and dietary interview data have been added. This will ensure 
that the software includes all of this information in its analysis. if any changes are made to the raw 
data, the ‘Refresh’ button must be selected to update the Cost of the Diet results. 

figure 32. A screen shot of the ‘Assessment summary’ screen, demonstrating where to access the ‘standard Analysis’ 
in the cost of the diet software. 
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figure 33. A screen shot of a completed ‘Add/ edit family or individuals’ screen in the cost of the diet software. 

5.7.1 Add family or individuals 

1.  open the ‘Assessment Summary’ screen and click on the blue ‘View’ hyperlink next to the ‘Standard 
Analysis’ model. 

2.  The software will open the ‘Standard Analysis summary’ screen that summarises the results for the 
four diets by the average cost, the nutrient specifications met and the number of foods and food 
groups selected. Click on the blue ‘Edit family or individuals’ hyperlink. The ‘Add/edit Family or 
individuals’ pop up screen will appear as shown in Figure 33. 

3.  To add a standard HEA/CotD family, as described in section 2.1.1.8, click on the drop down menu 
underneath the title ‘Select a standard family’. Choose a family from the drop down menu and click 
on the blue ‘Add Family’ hyperlink. The composition of the standard family should be added to the 
bottom of the screen underneath the ‘0 Family Members’ heading. 

4.  To add individuals or a family that is different from the HEA/CotD family to the software, select an 
individual from the first drop down menu underneath the title ‘Select an individual’ and click the 
blue ‘Add to family’ hyperlink. The individual should prepopulate at the bottom of the screen 
underneath the ‘0 Family Members’ heading. 

5.  To add the additional specifications for pregnancy and lactation to an individual, select the individual 
as described in step 4 and click on the second drop down menu labelled ‘pLW Requirements’ and 
click the blue ‘Add to family’ hyperlink. The individual should prepopulate at the bottom of the 
screen underneath the ‘0 Family Members’ heading. 

6.  Click the ‘Save/Continue’ button to save without leaving this screen.

7.  To save an incomplete family and leave this screen, click the ‘Save/Continue’ button and then the 
‘Close’ button.

8.  Click ‘Save/Close’ when complete, the software will return to the ‘Standard Analysis summary’ 
screen and the cost of the four diets will be calculated and summarised. 

Hints and tips 

•   The software will not calculate the cost of the diets until individuals or families have been added to 
the assessment. 

•   The individuals or families added on this screen will be automatically copied into any ‘what if ’ models 
that are created. 

•   To add more than one of the same individual, for example two children aged 12-23 months, change 
the number in the ‘number’ cell (next to the description drop down menu) from 1 to 2. 

•   To add more than one of the same pLW specifications, for example two first trimester pregnancy 
uplifts, change the number in the ‘number’ cell (next to the pLW specification drop down menu) 
from 1 to 2.  

•   Use the ‘      ’ sign to add different pLW specifications to the same person, for example a pregnant 
woman in her first trimester who is also in her 6th month of breastfeeding (lactation).  
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5.7.2 Define wealth groups and enter annual income and expenditure data

in order for the software to produce the affordability report as described in section 6.6 the wealth 
groups of the assessment area need to be defined and their annual income and essential non-food 
expenditure entered. 

1.  open the ‘Assessment Summary’ screen and click on the blue ‘View’ hyperlink next to the ‘Standard 
Analysis’ model. 

2.  The software will open the ‘Standard Analysis summary’ screen that summarises the results for the 
four diets by the average cost, the nutrient specifications met and the number of foods and food 
groups selected. Click on the blue ‘Edit wealth groups’ hyperlink. The ‘Change wealth groups’ screen 
will appear as shown in Figure 34. 

3.  The software will automatically default to the four standard wealth groups that are defined by the 
HEA but these names are editable. Annual income and expenditure data should by entered into the 
relevant cells for each wealth group. 

4.  To add a new wealth group, click on the blue ‘Add new’ hyperlink. A new wealth group will appear 
at the bottom of the list where the name can be changed and the income and expenditure data, 
entered. 

5.  To remove a wealth group, click on the blue ‘Delete’ hyperlink. The wealth group will be removed 
from the list. 

6. To export the data in this screen to Microsoft Excel, follow the steps described in section 5.9.6. 

7.  Click the ‘Save/Continue’ button to save without leaving this screen.

8.  To save incomplete data entry and leave this screen, click the ‘Save/Continue’ button and then the 
‘Close’ button.

9. Click ‘Save/Close’ when complete, the software will return to the standard analysis summary screen.  

Hints and tips 

•   To change to order of the wealth groups, click on the grey triangles     . 

•   The wealth group information entered on this screen will be automatically copied into any ‘what if ’ 
models that are created. 

5.7.3 View the standard analysis results 

1.  open the assessment summary screen and click on the blue ‘View’ hyperlink next to the ‘Standard 
Analysis’ model. The software will open the ‘Standard Analysis summary’ screen that summarises 
the results for the four diets to show the average cost, the nutrient specifications met and the 
number of foods and food groups selected. 

2.  To view the detailed results for a diet click on the corresponding blue ‘View’ hyperlink. The 
software will calculate the diet and open the ‘Cost results’ summary screen as shown in Figure 35. 

3.  This ‘Cost results’ screen shows the number of foods and food groups selected and their daily cost 
by season, by individual and the household. This screen also shows the annual, average monthly and 
average daily cost of the diet by individual and the household. 

4.  To export these results to Microsoft Excel, follow the steps described in section 5.9.6. 

figure 34. A screen shot of a completed ‘change wealth groups’ screen in the cost of the diet software. 
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Hints and tips

•   if the daily costs are highlighted in green for an individual or the household, the nutrient 
specifications have been met by the diet.

•   if the daily costs are highlighted in red for an individual or the household, the nutrient specifications 
have not been met by the diet. 

•   if a diet cannot be calculated the daily costs will be highlighted in red and an explanation of the 
problem will be given by the software. For more information refer to section 5.7.8. 

5.7.4 View the price per 100g of foods

The price per 100g of foods for the standard analysis is taken from the consolidated results of the 
market survey. These data can be edited but this is not recommended for the Standard analyses. 

1.  open the ‘Assessment Summary’ screen and click on the blue ‘View’ hyperlink next to the ‘Standard 
Analysis’ model. The software will open to the ‘Standard analysis’ summary screen that summarises 
the results for the four diets by the average cost, the nutrient specifications met and the number of 
foods and food groups selected. 

2.  Click on the corresponding blue ‘View’ hyperlink for a diet. The software will calculate the diet and 
open the ‘Cost results’ summary screen. 

3.  To view the price per 100g of the foods in the food list, click the ‘      ’ menu button displayed in  
the daily and annual cost columns and select the ‘Edit prices…’ option. The software will open the 
‘Change food price’ screen, shown in Figure 36. 

figure 35. A screen shot of the ‘cost results’ screen in the cost of the diet software. 

figure 36. A screen shot of the ‘change food price’ screen for a household for four seasons in the cost of the diet software.
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figure 37. A screen shot of the ‘cost results’ summary screen, illustrating the different functions of the menu buttons 
in the cost of the diet software. software.

4.  The type of price data that is summarised in the ‘Edit price’ screen depends on what ‘      ’ button is 
selected in the cost results summary table. For example the cost summary table shown in Figure 37 
shows 3 menu buttons highlighted by a different coloured box.

  The ‘Change food price’ screen shown by clicking on the menu button in the blue box displays the 
price per 100g for all foods for the child either sex aged 10-11 years in season Sheet only. 

  The ‘Change food price’ screen shown by clicking on the menu button in the red box displays the 
price per 100g of all foods for the household in the season grishmo.

  The ‘Change food price’ screen shown by clicking on the menu button in the orange box displays 
the price per 100g for all foods for the lactating woman who is 30-59 years of age, 45kg and 
moderately active for the year (so including both Sheet and grishmo). 

5. To export the price data to Microsoft Excel, follow the steps described in section 5.9.6.

Hints and tips

•   The word ‘Multiple’ in the ‘All price per 100g column’ indicates that the prices vary by season. if all 
the prices are the same in both seasons the price per 100g value would be given in this column. 

5.7.5 View the default portion sizes for food 

The default portion sizes used in Cost of the Diet software are described in section 2.1.1.3. These data 
can be edited, but this is not recommended for the Standard analyses. 

1.  open the ‘Assessment Summary’ screen and click on the blue ‘View’ hyperlink next to the ‘Standard 
Analysis’ model. The software will open the ‘Standard Analysis summary’ screen that summarises 
the results for the four diets showing their average cost, the nutrient specifications met, and the 
number of foods and food groups selected. 

2.  Click on the corresponding blue ‘View’ hyperlink for a diet. The software will calculate the diet and 
then open the ‘Cost results’ summary screen. 

3.  To view the standard portion sizes for the foods in the food list click the ‘      ’ menu button 
displayed in the daily and annual cost columns and select the ‘Edit portions…’ option. The software 
will open the ‘Change food portion size and frequency’ screen, shown in Figure 38 below. 

4.  The type of portion size data that is summarised in the ‘Change food portion size and frequency’ 
screen depends on which ‘     ’ button is selected in the ‘Cost results’ summary table. For example 
the ‘Cost results’ summary table in Figure 39 below shows 3 menu buttons highlighted in a different 
coloured box.

  The ‘Change food portion size and frequency’ screen, shown by clicking on the menu button in the 
blue box, displays the standard portion size for all foods for the child either sex aged 10-11 years in 
season Sheet only. 
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figure 38. A screen shot of the ‘change food portion size and frequency’ screen showing the portion sizes and 
the minimum and maximum constraints for a household in the belg season in the cost of the diet software. 

figure 39. A screen shot of the ‘cost results’ summary screen, demonstrating the different functions of the menu 
buttons in the cost of the diet software. 

  The ‘Change food portion size and frequency’ screen, shown by clicking on the menu button in the 
red box displays the standard portion sizes for all foods summarised by each member of the 
household in the season grishmo. 

  The ‘Change food portion size and frequency’ screen, shown by clicking on the menu button in the 
orange box, displays the standard portion size for all foods for the lactating woman who is 30-59 
years of age, 45kg in weight, and moderately active for the year, so includes both the seasons Sheet 
and grishmo. 

5. To export the portion size data to Microsoft Excel, follow the steps described in section 5.9.6. 

Hints and tips

•   The word ‘Multiple’ in the ‘All standard portion size column’ indicates that the portion sizes either 
vary by season or by individual depending on where in the cost results summary screen the ‘      ’ 
button was selected. if all the standard portion sizes are the same, the portion size value in grams 
would be given in this column. 
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figure 40. A screen shot of the ‘change food portion size and frequency’ screen showing the portion sizes and 
the minimum and maximum constraints for a household in belg season in the cost of the diet software. 

5.7.6 View and change the minimum and maximum frequency constraints for foods 

The minimum and maximum constraints for foods for the standard analyses differ depending on the 
diet being analysed. For the energy only, macronutrient and nutritious diets, the minimum constraint is 
set at 0 and the maximum constraint is set at 21. 

For the food habits nutritious diet, the minimum and maximum constraints are taken from the dietary 
habits’ interviews and focus group discussions as described in section 4.6.2. Therefore, unlike the price 
per 100g and the portion sizes, it might be necessary to change the minimum constraints for foods 
before the food habits diet can be calculated. 

1.  open the ‘Assessment Summary’ screen and click on the blue ‘View’ hyperlink next to the ‘Standard 
analysis’ model. The software will open the ‘Standard Analysis summary’ screen that summarises the 
results for the four diets by their average cost, the nutrient specifications met and the number of 
foods and food groups selected. 

2.  Click on the corresponding blue ‘View’ hyperlink for a diet. The software will calculate the diet and 
open the ‘Cost results’ summary screen. 

3.  To view the minimum and maximum constraints for the foods in the food list click the ‘     ’ menu 
button displayed in the daily and annual cost columns and select the ‘Edit portions…’ option. The 
software will open the ‘Change food portion size and frequency’ screen, shown in Figure 40 below: 

4.  The minimum and maximum constraints can be changed in the following ways: 

•   For a specific individual for a specific season

•   For a specific individual for all seasons

•   For all individuals for a specific season

•   For all individuals for all seasons.

The type of minimum and maximum constraints data that is summarised in the ‘Change food portion 
size and frequency’ screen depends on what ‘      ’ button is selected in the ‘Cost results’ summary 
table. For example the ‘Cost results’ summary table in Figure 41 below shows 3 menu buttons in a 
different coloured box. 
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4  The ‘Change food portion size and frequency’ screen which opens by clicking on the menu button 
in the blue box displays the minimum and maximum constraints for all foods for the child of either 
sex aged 10-11 years in season Sheet only. 

  The ‘Change food portion size and frequency’ screen shown by clicking on the menu button in the 
red box displays the minimum and maximum constraints for all foods summarised by each member 
of the household in the season grishmo. 

   The ‘Change food portion size and frequency’ screen shown by clicking on the menu button in the 
orange box displays the minimum and maximum constraints for all foods for the lactating woman 
who is 30-59 years of age, 45kg and moderately active for the year, so for both Sheet and grishmo. 

  To change the minimum or maximum constraints for a single season or for the year it is 
recommended that the menu button in the annual cost column for that individual is selected  
as shown in Figure 42 below. 

figure 41. A screen shot of the ‘cost results’ summary screen, demonstrating the different functions of the menu buttons 
in the cost of the diet software. 

figure 42. A screen shot of the ‘change food portion size and frequency’ screen showing the portion sizes, minimum 
and maximum constraints for a child (either sex) aged 12-13 years for three seasons in the cost of the diet software. 



84 cost of the diet - A Practitioner’s Guide

figure 43. A screen shot of the ‘change food portion size and frequency’ screen showing the portion sizes, minimum 
and maximum constraints for a household in belg season in the cost of the diet software. 

6.  The weekly minimum and maximum constraints can be changed for each season separately by 
editing the number in the ‘Minimum Constraint’ or ‘Maximum Constraint’ columns for Belg, 
pre-Belg or Meher seasons separately or, if they are the same for all seasons, they can be changed 
by editing the Minimum Constraint or Maximum Constraint in the ‘ALL’ column.  

7.  To change the minimum or maximum constraints for the whole household and for a particular season, 
it is recommended that the ‘      ’ button in the daily cost column for the specific season for the 
entire household (in the ‘Total’ row, as shown in Figure 41) is selected. once selected, the new 
screen will allow the user to change the portion sizes for the preferred season, as shown in Figure 43.

8.  The minimum and maximum constraints can be changed for the whole household for the season 
Belg by editing the number in the ‘Minimum Constraint or Maximum Constraint’ columns in the 
‘ALL’ section.  

9.  To change the minimum or maximum constraints for the whole household for the year it is 
recommended that the ‘      ’ button in the ‘Annual Cost’ column for the household (in the ‘Total’ 
row, as shown in Figure 41) in the ‘Cost results’ summary screen is selected. once selected, the 
new screen will allow the user to change the portion sizes for all seasons, as shown in Figure 44.

10.  The minimum and maximum constraints can be changed for the whole household for all seasons 
by editing the number in the ‘Minimum Constraint’ or ‘Maximum Constrain’ in the ‘ALL’ column.  

11.  Click the ‘Save/Continue’ button to save the changes without leaving the ‘Edit portion’ screen.

12.  To save incomplete data entry and leave this screen, click the ‘Save/Continue’ button and then the 
‘Close’ button.

13.  Click ‘Save/Close’ when finished; the software then recalculates the cost of the diet and will open 
the ‘Cost results’ summary screen.  

14.  To export the portion size data to Microsoft Excel, follow the steps described in section 5.9.6. 

Hints and tips 

•   For children aged 6-23 months the minimum and maximum constraints for breast milk are set at  
7 for all diets.  

•   The word ‘Multiple’ in the ‘ALL’ columns indicates that the minimum and maximum constraints 
either vary by season or by individual depending on where in the cost results summary screen  
the ‘      ’ button was selected. if the minimum or maximum constraints were the same for all 
seasons or individuals the values would be given in this column. 
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figure 44. A screen shot of the ‘change food portion size and frequency’ screen showing the portion sizes, minimum 
and maximum constraints for a household for all seasons in the cost of the diet software. 

5.7.7 Generate summary reports by individual or household, by day, week, season and year

The software produces standard reports for an individual or household, and by day, week, season and 
year to summarise the Cost of the Diet results in a variety of different ways. The graphs and figures 
from these reports should be interpreted as described in section 6 and be included and in the Cost of 
the Diet report as describe in the reporting guidelines (available on request). 

The following reports can be produced by the software: 

•   Daily cost and composition of each diet

•   Weekly cost and composition of each diet

•   percentage nutrient specifications met by each diet, by season

•   Annual diet summary

•   Cost of the food groups by week 

•   Affordability of the diets by wealth group

•   Seasonal variation in the cost of the food habits diet. 

1.  To access these reports open the ‘Assessment Summary’ screen and click on the blue ‘View’ 
hyperlink next to the ‘Standard Analysis’ model. The software will open the ‘Standard Analysis 
summary’ screen that summarises the results for the four diets showing the average cost, the 
nutrient specifications met and the number of foods and food groups selected. 

2.  To view the detailed results for a diet click on the corresponding blue ‘View’ hyperlink. The 
software will calculate the diet and open the ‘Cost results’ summary screen. 

3.  To select the different reports click the ‘      ’ menu button displayed in the daily and annual cost 
columns.

3a.  The daily and weekly cost and composition of the diets reports can be found by putting the cursor 
over the ‘View details…’ option in the menu and selecting either ‘Daily’ or ‘Weekly’. 

3b.  The other reports listed above can be found by putting the cursor over the ‘Reports’ option in  
the menu and selecting the relevant option.  

4. once selected the software will open these reports.

5.  The type of data that are summarised in the reports depends on what ‘     ’ button is selected in  
the ‘Cost results’ summary table. For example, the ‘Cost results’ summary table in Figure 45 below 
shows 3 menu buttons each highlighted in a different coloured box. 
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figure 45. A screen shot of the ‘cost results’ summary screen showing the different functions of the menu buttons  
in the cost of the diet software.

  The report produced by clicking on the menu button in the blue box display the Cost of the Diet 
results for the child either sex aged 10-11 years in season Sheet only. 

  The report produced by clicking on the menu button in the red box displays the Cost of the Diet 
results for the total household (all individuals summarised together) in the season grishmo. 

  The report produced by clicking on the menu button in the orange box displays the Cost of the 
Diet results for the lactating woman who is 30-59 years of age, 45kg and moderately active for the 
year (so including both Sheet and grishmo). 

6.  Each report can be exported into Microsoft Excel or Word as described section 5.9.6.  

Hints and tips 

•   in the daily and weekly reports, if the cell of a nutrient is highlighted in red it means that the 
specification for this nutrient has not been met to 100%. 

•   in the daily and weekly reports, if the cell of a nutrient has been highlighted in yellow it means that 
the upper limit for this nutrient has been met.

•   it is not possible to access the reports on the daily and weekly cost and composition of the diet by 
clicking on the ‘      ’ in the annual cost column. 

•   The ‘Annual Diet Summary’ report can be produced for an individual and the household, but to 
ensure that all seasons are taken into account for the calculation, this report should be selected 
from the ‘      ’ buttons in the annual cost column.  

•   The following reports can only be produced for the food habits nutritious diet:

  – ‘Weekly Food group Cost’ 

  – ‘Seasonal Daily Cost’.

•   The ‘Diet Affordability’ report can only be produced from the food habits diet cost results 
summary screen. 

•   The ‘Diet Affordability’ report can be produced for an individual and for the household but to 
ensure that all seasons are taken into account for the calculation, this report should be selected 
from the ‘      ’ buttons in the annual cost column.  

•   The ‘Seasonal Daily Cost’ report can be produced by individual and for the household but to  
ensure that all seasons are taken into account for the calculation, this report should be selected 
from the ‘      ’ buttons in the annual cost column.  
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5.7.8 When a nutritious diet cannot be calculated 

There are several reasons why the software is not able to calculate a nutritious diet: 

1.  Specific nutrient specifications are not met by 100% 

a.  Because there are not enough foods containing the nutrients in the food list

b. Because typical dietary habits restrict the amount of foods containing these nutrients, 

This outcome will be identified by red cells in the ‘Cost results’ summary screen as shown in Figure 46 
and by a red box around the cell of a nutrient in the daily or weekly reports as show in Figure 47. 

2.  Specifications for nutrients have not been met by 100% because the upper limit for a nutrient (such 
as energy) has been reached. This will be identified by a yellow box around the cell of a nutrient in 
the daily or weekly reports, as shown in Figure 47. 

3.  Specifications for nutrients have not been met because the maximum number of times a week that 
a food group can be included has been reached.

4.  The software has been unable to calculate a diet because too many foods have been included by 
manipulating the minimum constraints, and the upper limits for energy or a vitamin or mineral have 
been exceeded.

5.  The software has been unable to calculate a diet because there has been a conflict between the 
maximum food group constraints and the minimum food frequency constraints. For example if the 
maximum food group constraint for vegetables per week was set to 15 but the minimum 
constraints were set to force in 20 portions of vegetables a week. 

issues two to five will be indicated on the ‘Cost results’ summary screen as demonstrated in Figure 48. 

figure 46. A screen shot of the ‘cost results’ summary screen demonstrating how the cost of the diet software 
flags the cost cells red when nutrient specifications have not been met by 100% for an individual or a household. 

figure 47. A screen shot of the ‘daily’ report demonstrating how the cost of the diet software flags nutrient cells 
when nutrient specifications have not been met by 100% or when an upper limit for a nutrient has been reached for 
an individual or a household.
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if a nutritious diet cannot be calculated, this is an important result that should be reported, particularly 
if there is an insufficient variety of food available to meet certain nutrient specifications or because the 
typical dietary habits prevent certain nutrient specifications from being met. in such circumstances it is 
recommended to change the underlying parameters to do ‘What if ’ scenarios to improve the 
availability of foods, the dietary diversity and/or the typical dietary habits.  

5.8 Advanced analysis: ‘what if?’ models

5.8.1 Introduction

‘What if ’ modelling is the term used to describe the additional analysis that can be undertaken with the 
Cost of the Diet software to create hypothetical models of the impact of changing one or more 
underlying parameters. The type of ‘what if ’ models to be calculated in a Cost of the Diet assessment 
will depend on the results of the standard analyses and the overall aim and objectives of the 
assessment. These are explained in more detail in section 6.7.  

When creating a ‘What if?’ model, it is possible to make the following alterations to a diet: 

•   Add or remove foods or supplements from the food list

•   Create new foods or supplements and add them to the food list 

•   Change the composition of the family or change individuals

•   Change the nutrient specification settings for individuals or families

•   Add or remove wealth groups, changing their definition and their annual income  
and expenditure data  

•   Change the food group maximum constraints

•   Change the price per 100g of foods

•   Change the standard portion sizes of foods 

•   Change the minimum and maximum food frequency constraints

These changes may have the following effects:

•   Decrease or increase the cost of the diet

•   improve or worsen the quality of the diet

•   improve or worsen the diversity of the diet

•   improve or worsen the affordability of the diet. 

figure 48. A screen shot of the ‘cost results’ summary screen showing the message that the cost 
of the diet software displays when a nutritious diet is not possible. 
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The underlying parameters listed above can only be changed at certain levels within the software: 

•   At the model level, which changes the parameters for all of the diets within a model and;

•   At the diet level, which changes the parameters for a specific diet within a model without affecting 
the other diets calculated for that model. 

Any of the four diets created by the software can be used as the basis of a ‘what if?’ model. However  
it is recommended that the food habits nutritious diet is used because this reflects typical dietary habits 
in the assessment area at the lowest cost.  

This section of the guideline will describe the potential impact of making the changes listed above on 
the cost, composition, quality and affordability of the diet, as well as detailing how software these 
changes can be made in the software. This section should be referred to in conjunction with sections 
6.7 to 6.10.

5.8.2 Add a new ‘What if?’ model

1.  open the ‘Assessment Summary’ screen and click on the blue ‘Add new’ hyperlink in the analysis 
section of the summary screen (next to the column ‘Calculated diets’).

2.  The pop up box shown in Figure 49 will appear requesting a description of the model in the form 
of text. The software has a function to copy all of the underlying data from an existing model into a 
new model: the food list, price per 100g for food, portion sizes, minimum and maximum food 
frequency constraints, wealth group information, individuals or families, nutrient specification 
settings for individuals, and maximum food group constraints. To do this select the ‘Copy From’ tick 
box as shown in Figure 49 and select the model with the parameters to be copied. 

3.  The new model will appear in the ‘Analysis’ list in the assessment summary screen. Select the blue 
hyperlinked name of the model and the software will open the model’s summary screen shown in 
Figure 50. 

figure 49. A screen shot of the pop up screen 
that shows when a new model is added in the 
cost of the diet software. 

figure 50. A screen shot of a summary screen for a model in the cost of the diet software. 
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5.8.3 Add a diet to the ‘What if?’ model

1.  open the ‘Assessment Summary’ screen and select the relevant model. The software will open the 
model’s summary screen. 

2.  Click on the blue ‘Add new’ hyperlink (next to the average daily cost column). 

3.  A similar pop up box as described in section 5.8.2 will appear as shown in Figure 51 where the 
name or the description of the diet can be given. The software has the ability to copy all of the 
underlying data from a diet within a model to another diet within the same model. To do this, select 
the ‘Copy From’ tick box and select the diet to be copied. The diet type (energy only, 
macronutrient or the two nutritious diets) also needs to be selected from the drop down menu.

4.  once the details are complete and ‘Save’ is selected, the new diet for the model will appear in the 
diet list.

5.8.4 Change settings in a model 

The model level essentially refers to the model’s summary screen (shown above). There is no limit to 
how many diets can be added to this screen but when an underlying parameter is changed at this stage, 
it will be applied to all of the diets listed. Models at this level are useful to show the impact of changing 
one or a combination of parameters on the four basic diets that the software can create. 

The parameters that can be changed and are applied at the model level are: 

•   The food list

•   individuals or family members

•   Wealth group information 

•   nutrient specification settings 

•   The food group maximum constraints. 

5.8.4.1 Add or edit foods or supplements in the food list

Adding a new food or a supplement from the food composition database or creating a new food or 
supplement could be a useful way to estimate the potential impact of the following interventions: 

•   The impact of a supplement on the cost and quality of a diet;

•   The impact of introducing a new food on the cost and quality of a diet; 

•   The impact of an intervention such as a kitchen garden on the cost, quality and affordability of a 
nutritious diet. 

1.  open the relevant model summary screen and click on the blue ‘Add or edit foods’ hyperlink.  
The ‘Select Foods’ screen, described in section 5.5.3 will pop up. 

2.  Add or remove foods or supplements from the food tables to the food list or create new foods  
or supplements and add these to the food list as described in sections 5.5.3 and 5.5.4. 

3.  The results for the diet will not automatically change as the food’s price, standard portion size and the 
minimum and maximum food frequency constraints will need to be entered for the food for the 
individuals or family members receiving the food. To do this, refer to sections 5.8.5.1, 5.8.5.2 and 5.8.5.3.

Hints and tips

•   it is possible to add the same food twice to the food list for a ‘What if?’ model. 

figure 51. A screen shot of the pop up screen 
that shows when a new diet is added within a 
model in the cost of the diet software. 
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5.8.4.2 edit family members or individuals 

The software has the flexibility to change the individuals or family members in a model. This might be 
useful to: 

•   Estimate the impact of a ‘What if?’ model for particularly vulnerable individuals or groups of people;

•   Estimate the cost of the additional nutrient specifications for pregnancy and lactation;

•   Model the same diet for different household sizes and compositions.

1.  open the relevant model summary screen and click on the blue ‘Edit family or individuals’ hyperlink. 

2.  The software will open the ‘Add/Edit Family or individuals’ screen as described in section 5.7.1. 

3.  Add or edit the family or individuals as desired, described in section 5.7.1.   

5.8.4.3 edit wealth group definitions and annual income and expenditure data

increasing or decreasing the annual income and expenditure data for certain wealth groups is a useful 
way to: 

•   Estimate the impact of increasing income on the affordability of the diets, such as through cash for 
work or cash transfer programmes; 

•   To estimate the impact of increasing expenditure on the affordability of the diets, perhaps as a 
result of a shock, for example.

1.  open the relevant model summary screen and click on the blue ‘Edit wealth groups’ hyperlink. 

2.  The software will open the ‘Change wealth groups’ screen as described in section 5.7.2. 

3.  Edit the definition of the wealth groups, their income and expenditure data as desired, described in 
section 5.7.2.  

5.8.4.4 change the nutrient specifications of individuals

As described in section 2.1.1.1, the specifications for vitamins and minerals are set at the 97.7th 
percentile to minimise the risk of deficiency, as recommended by the WHo and FAo. Version 2 of the 
Cost of the Diet software has the flexibility to change the percentile specifications for energy, protein 
and all the vitamins and minerals apart from pantothenic acid and magnesium from the 1st to 99th 
percentile for individuals aged 12 months and above. 

This flexibility could be used to: 

•   Estimate the effect of altering specifications for all nutrients on the cost of a diet;

•   Estimate the cost of individual nutrients on the cost of the diet;

•   Estimate what percentage of nutrient specifications might be met by a cash transfer;

•   Estimate what percentage of nutrient specifications might be met by providing specific foods or by 
vouchers for foods.  

1. open the relevant model summary screen and click on the blue ‘Edit nutrient values’ hyperlink.

2. The software will open the ‘Change energy and nutrient settings’ screen.

3. The percentiles can be changed in the following ways: 

•   For a specific individual for a specific nutrient;

•   For a specific individual for all nutrients;

•   For all individuals for a specific nutrient ;

•   For all individuals for all nutrients.

The type of change listed above made depends on where in the ‘Change energy and nutrient settings’ 
screen the percentiles are changed. Figure 52 demonstrates each option. 
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Changing the value in the black box will change the percentile of the energy specification for all 
individuals. 

Changing the value in the red box will change the percentile of the specification for vitamin C for 
the child (either sex) aged 12-23 months only. 

Changing the value in the blue box will change the percentile for all the adjustable micronutrients 
for the child (either sex) aged 15-16 years. 

Changing the value in the green box will change the percentile for all adjustable micronutrients for 
all individuals. 

4.  Click the ‘Save/Continue’ button to save without leaving the screen.

5.   To save incomplete data entry and leave this screen, click the ‘Save/Continue’ button and then 
the ‘Close’ button.

6.   Click ‘Save/Close’ when finished. The software will recalculate the cost of the diet return to the 
model summary screen.  

7.   To export the nutrient specifications data to Microsoft Excel, follow the steps described in 
section 5.9.6.

5.8.4.5 change the food group maximum constraints

The software has the flexibility to limit the number of times a week any given food group can be 
included in the diet. This flexibility is useful to model: 

•   The impact of removing a food group from the diet on its cost, quality and composition; 

•   The impact of increasing the availability of a food group in the diet on its cost, quality and 
composition.  

1.   open the relevant model summary screen and click on the blue ‘Edit food group maximum 
portions’ hyperlink.

2.  The software will open the ‘Change food group maximum portions’ screen shown in Figure 53. 

figure 52. A screen shot of the ‘change energy and nutrient settings’ screen demonstrating the functions available 
in the cost of the diet software.  
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3.   To change the maximum food group constraints enter the desired constraint into the ‘maximum’ 
column. 

4. Click the ‘Save/Continue’ button to save without leaving the screen.

5.   To save incomplete data entry and leave this screen, click the ‘Save/Continue’ button and then the 
‘Close’ button.

6.   Click ‘Save/Close’ when complete, the software will recalculate the cost of the diet and return to 
the model summary screen.  

7.  To export the portion size data to Microsoft Excel, follow the steps described in section 5.9.6. 

5.8.5 Change settings at a diet level

The diet level essentially refers to the underlying parameters that are editable from the ‘Cost results’ 
summary screen, which is: 

•   The price per 100g for foods

•   The standard portion sizes for food

•   The minimum and maximum food frequency constraints for food 

These data can be changed for the individual diets within a model without altering any of the other 
diets in the specific model summary screen. For example if a user wanted to model a variety of prices 
for a food(s) for the same diet and compare the results, this level will enable this. The results can then 
be viewed and compared in the specific model summary screen. 

5.8.5.1 change the price per 100g for foods

1.   open the relevant model summary screen and click on the corresponding blue ‘View’ hyperlink 
next to the diet whose prices need altering. The software will calculate the diet and open the ‘Cost 
results’ summary screen. 

2.  To open the price per 100g pop up screen, follow the steps outlined in section 5.7.4. 

3.   To change the price per 100g, override the original data by clicking on the cell and typing over the 
existing numbers. 

4.  Click the ‘Save/Continue’ button to save without leaving the screen.

5.   Click ‘Save/Close’ when finished; the software will recalculate the cost of the diet and return to the 
cost results summary screen.  

6.  To export the price data to Microsoft Excel, follow the steps described in section 5.9.6.

figure 53. A screen shot of the ‘change food group maximum portions’ screen in the cost of the diet software. 
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5.8.5.2 change the standard portion sizes for food

The portion size of each food is an important parameter in the Cost of the Diet software and can 
have a large effect on the results. When large portion sizes are used, large amounts of a few foods are 
selected by the software so the diet will not be very diverse; when small portion sizes are used, small 
amounts of more foods are selected by the software so the diet becomes more diverse. Decreasing 
portion sizes of foods can be used to demonstrate the effect on the cost, quality and composition of 
the diet of increasing dietary diversity and create a diet that could be closer to actual dietary habits. 

1.   open the relevant model summary screen and click on the corresponding blue ‘View’ hyperlink 
next to the diet for which portion sizes are to be altered. The software will re-calculate the diet and 
open the ‘Cost results’ summary screen. 

2.  To open the ‘Change portion size and frequency’ screen, follow the steps outlined in section 5.7.5. 

3.  The portion sizes can be changed in the following ways: 

•   For a specific individual for a specific season

•   For a specific individual for all seasons

•   For all individuals for a specific season

•   For all individuals for all seasons.

The type of change listed above depends on where in the ‘Cost results’ summary screen the ‘     ’ 
button is selected, as detailed in section 5.7.6. 

4.   if portion sizes are to be changed for an individual only, for a specific season or for a year, select the 
corresponding ‘      ’ menu button and change the portion size for each food in the ‘Standard portion 
(g)’ column underneath the individual’s description, not in the ‘ALL’ category. This will change the portion 
size specifically for that individual without affecting the portion sizes for other individuals in the 
household. 

5.   To change the portion sizes of foods for all the individuals for a specific season or year using data 
collected in the field for a child aged 1-3 years, select the corresponding ‘     ’ button and change the 
data in the ‘Standard portion (g)’ column in the ‘ALL’ category. The software will automatically change 
the portion sizes for the other individuals by applying portion size scaling factors (section 2.1.1.3).  

6.   To change the portion sizes of foods for all the individuals for a specific season or year using data 
collected in the field for an individual who is not a child aged 1-3 years the method is slightly different. 

To ensure that the scaling factors are applied to the correct standard portion size, the individual that 
the portion size data have been collected for must be included in the household. The corresponding  
‘     ’ button should be selected for that individual (depending on whether the portion sizes are to be 
changed for one season or for the year) and the portion size data should be entered in the ‘Standard 
portion (g)’ column underneath the individual’s description, not in the ‘ALL’ category’.

When these portion sizes are entered, the values in the ‘Standard portion (g)’ in the ‘ALL’ category will 
change. The software has applied the scaling factors to calculate the standard portion size for the 1-3 
year old child, which can now be applied to the other individuals in the household. To do this, the data 
in the ‘standard portion (g)’ in the ‘ALL’ category needs to be exported to Microsoft Excel (following 
the steps described in section 5.9.6) and entered into the ‘Standard portion (g)’ column in the ‘ALL’ 
category in the ‘Change food group maximum portions’ screen that displays all the household 
members for a specific season or the year. The software will use the portion size scaling factors to 
apply these portions sizes to the other members of the household. 

7.   Click the ‘Save/Continue’ button to save without leaving the screen.

8.   Click ‘Save/Close’ when finished; the software will recalculate the cost of the diet and will return to 
the ‘Cost results’ summary screen.  

9.  To export the price data to Microsoft Excel, follow the steps described in section 5.9.6.

Hints and tips

•   The portion sizes of foods within the ‘Supplement and infant food’ group are dosage specific and 
default to a value of 1g. The practitioner should change this to what is recommended.  

•   The portion size for beverages has been set to 1g but users should change this to reflect the local 
context. 
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5.8.5.3 change the minimum and maximum constraints for food 

Changing the minimum and maximum constraints for food will affect the cost, composition and the 
diversity of the diet and could be used to model: 

•   The impact of reducing the number of times a food or foods are included in the diet on its cost, 
composition and quality.

•  The impact of forcing a specific food into the diet because of its cost, composition and quality. 

1.  To change the minimum and maximum constraints, please refer to section 5.7.6.  

5.9 Miscellaneous 

5.9.1 View the food composition table

There are two ways to get to the food composition table in the software: 

1.  By opening the ‘Add/Edit food’ screen and clicking on the ‘View Food Database’ button. 

2. By opening the ‘Assessment’ homepage and clicking on the ‘View Food Database’ button. 

Hints and tips

•   To sort the food composition table click on the ‘     ’ button next to the column heading that the 
food composition table should be sorted by.

5.9.2 View the nutrient specifications for individual’s database

There are two ways to access the database of nutrient specifications for individuals: 

1.   By opening the ‘Add/Edit Family or individuals’ screen and clicking on the ‘View nutrient 
Requirements’ button. 

2. By opening the ‘Assessment’ homepage and clicking on the ‘View nutrient Requirements’ button. 

5.9.3 Change the currency of the results to USD, GBP and EUR

The currency conversion factors embedded within the Cost of the Diet software are annual averages 
published by the World Bank of local currency units relative to the U.S. dollar. These rates have been 
determined by national authorities or in the legally sanctioned exchange market. They do not reflect 
informal exchange rates.

1.   open the ‘Assessment Summary’ screen and click on the blue ‘View’ hyperlink next to the model 
you want to open. The software will open the model’s summary screen that displays the results for 
the diets by their average cost, the nutrient specifications met and the number of foods and food 
groups selected. 

2.  To view the detailed results for a diet click on the corresponding blue ‘View’ hyperlink. The 
software will calculate the diet and open the ‘Cost results’ summary screen. 

3.   in the top right hand corner of the ‘Cost results’ summary screen there is a drop down list of the 
following currency abbreviations: the local currency (selected in the ‘Assessment Setup’ screen), 
United States dollars (USD), great Britain pounds (gBp) and Euros (EUR) as Figure 54 shows.

figure 54. A screen shot of the ‘cost results’ summary screen showing 
the currency conversion functions in the cost of the diet software. 
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4.  Select a currency and the cost results will be automatically converted to the new currency using the 
conversion factors embedded in the software. 

5.  To use a different conversion factors to the values embedded in the software, select the relevant 
currency from the drop down menu (the software will re-calculate the costs) and enter a new 
conversion factor in the ‘Conversion Factor’ box. 

6.  The software will ask if it should store the new factor in the database and, if desired, the ‘Yes’ option 
should be selected. 

7.  once the currency is changed all of the cost results and reports will be recalculated. 

5.9.4 Rename a model or a diet within a model

1.   To rename a model, open the ‘Assessment Summary’ screen and click the blue ‘Rename’ hyperlink 
next to the model. The pop up box described in section 5.8.2 should appear enables to use to 
change the name. 

2.   To rename a particular diet within a model, open the ‘Assessment Summary’ screen and click the 
blue ‘View’ hyperlink next to the model in question. The software will open the model’s summary 
screen. Click the blue ‘Rename’ hyperlink next to the diet that needs to be renamed. The pop up 
box described in section 5.8.3 should pop up which enables to use to change the name. 

5.9.5 Delete a model or a diet within a model

1.   To delete a model and all of the diets within this model, open the ‘Assessment Summary’ screen 
and click the blue ‘Delete’ hyperlink next to the model. it will be deleted and cannot be recovered.

2.   To delete a particular diet within a model, open the ‘Assessment Summary’ screen and click the 
blue ‘View’ hyperlink next to the model in question. The software will open the model’s summary 
screen. Click the blue ‘Delete’ hyperlink next to the diet. it will be deleted and cannot be recovered.

5.9.6 Export the data collection sheets, results and reports to Microsoft Excel and 
Word

There are two ways to export data sheets and results data from the Cost of the Diet software, 
depending on what underlying application package (either FastReport report generator or TMS grid 
pack matrix utilities) has been used to summarise the data. 

5.9.6.1 export data collection sheets, results and reports produced by the fastreport generator 
into microsoft excel or to microsoft word.

The following are produced by the FastReport report generator application: 

•   The market survey data collection form

•   The dietary habits interview questionnaire

•   The daily cost and composition of the diet report

•   The weekly cost and composition of the diet report

•   The percentage nutrient specifications met by the diets, by season report 

•   The annual diet summary report

•   The cost of the food groups by week report

•   The affordability of the diets by wealth group report

•   The seasonal cost fluctuations of the food habits diet report.

These are simple to identify in the software because they use the same Windows menu bar at the top 
of the screen, as shown in Figure 55 below. 

figure 55. A screen shot showing the windows menu bar that is displayed at 
the top of the reports that can be produced by the fastreport generator.
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1.   To export these sheets in a Microsoft Excel or Word format, click on the save symbol         in the 
top left hand corner of the screen and select either the ‘Excel 97/2000/Xp file’ or ‘RTF file’ (rich 
text format file) options from the drop down menu.

2.   The following pop up boxes will appear depending on which option is selected. Make sure that the 
tick boxes are selected, as shown in Figure 56 and click oK.

3.    The software will open the standard Windows ‘Save as’ pop up screen where the file location and 
name can be selected and the document saved. 

4.  if the ‘open after export’ tick boxes are selected (as shown in the screen shots above) the software 
will automatically open these documents in either Excel or Word or the default text editor 
(depending on which option has been selected) after the report has been saved. 

5.9.6.2 export the underlying databases and results produced by the tms Grid Pack matrix 
utilities application into microsoft excel.

The method of data exporting outlined in this section is applicable to the following screens in the Cost 
of the Diet software: 

•   Assessment homepage

•   Assessment summary

•   Assessment setup

•   Add a food to the local food list

•   View food composition database

•   Market survey data entry summary

•   Dietary habits interview data entry summary

•   Market survey data entry for a trader

•   Dietary habits interview data entry for a village 

figure 56. A screen shot of the screens that 
appear when the reports produced by the 
fastreport generator are exported to 
microsoft excel (left) or word (right).

•   Standard analysis or model summary 

•   View nutrient requirements database

•   Change wealth groups 

•   Change energy and nutrient settings 

•   Change food group maximum portions

•   Cost results summary 

•   Change food portion size and frequency 

•   Change food price.
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figure 57. A screen shot demonstrating the ‘copy to clipboard’ function for screens produced by the tms Grid Pack 
matrix utilities application in the cost of the diet software. 

figure 58. A screen shot showing the windows menu bar that is displayed at the top of the reports produced by the 
fastreport report generator.

1.   To extract the data from these screens click on the Cost of the Diet icon in the top left corner of 
the screen. A menu should appear with the option to ‘Copy to Clipboard’, as shown in Figure 57. 
Select this option, open Microsoft Excel or Word and click ‘paste’. 

5.9.7 Print the reports

The following reports can be printed directly from the Cost of the Diet software: 

•   The market survey data collection form

•   The dietary habits interview questionnaire 

•   The daily cost and composition of the diet report 

•   The weekly cost and composition of the diet report

•   The percentage nutrient specifications met by the diets, by season report 

•   The annual diet summary report

•   The cost of the food groups by week report

•   The affordability of the diets by wealth group report

•   The seasonal cost fluctuations of the food habits diet report.

Some reports are bigger than others so different printer settings will need to be selected, as described 
in the steps outlined below.  

1.   When the above forms are produced the Windows menu bar is displayed, as shown in Figure 58. 

2.   To print, click on the printer icon  in the top left had corner of the menu.

3.   A standard Windows ‘print set up’         pop up will appear as shown in Figure 59. 

4.   For the market survey and dietary interview data collection forms, the page settings do not need  
to be changed. These forms can be printed immediately by clicking on the ‘oK’ button. 

5.   The other reports are different because their dimensions change depending on how much data  
has been entered into the software and how many foods the software selects for the diets.  
To print, follow steps 1 to 3 but alter the print mode as shown in Figure 60 below to either ‘scale’ 
or ‘split big pages’ depending on the report size.

6.   Alternatively it is possible to export all of the reports to either Microsoft Excel or Word as 
described in the previous section. once exported, the tables and graphs can be edited or resized  
to fit onto the desired page size and printed. 
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figure 59. A screen shot demonstrating the options to select when printing the market 
survey or dietary interview data collection sheets from the cost of the diet software. 

figure 60. A screen shot demonstrating the options to select when printing the 
reports produced by the fastreport report generator.
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5.9.8 Copy an assessment

Copying an assessment is a very useful function when you are conducting Cost of the Diet 
assessments in different areas but with a similar food list, for example, in the same region but in 
different livelihood zones. The software will only copy the assessment details and the food list, it will 
not copy any entered data or models. 

1.   open the ‘Assessments’ homepage’ and click on the ‘Copy’ link next to the assessment that needs 
to be copied as shown in Figure 61. 

2.  A pop up screen shown in Figure 62 will appear prompting the user to enter a name for the copied 
assessment. Enter a name and click ‘oK’. 

3.  The copied assessment should appear in the ‘Assessments’ homepage.

5.9.9 Delete an assessment

1.   open the ‘Assessments’ homepage and click on the ‘Delete’ link next to the assessment that needs 
to be deleted as shown in Figure 61 (above). it cannot be recovered.

2.  once confirmed the assessment will be removed from the ‘Assessments’ homepage.

5.9.10 export an assessment

The export function enables users to send assessments to other users. This is an important function if 
there is an error with the software or a calculation is difficult to interpret. This function also copies all 
of the data, analysis and models from an assessment in contrast to the ‘copy’ function which only 
copies the assessment set-up details and the food list. 

if a duplicate copy of a full assessment is necessary it is recommended that the assessment is exported 
and imported, and the name of the duplicate assessment changed to something different in the 
‘Assessment Setup’ screen.  

1.   From the ‘Assessments’ homepage click on the assessment that needs exporting. The software will 
open the ‘Assessment Summary’ screen. 

2.   Click on the blue ‘Export’ hyperlink and save the Cost of the Diet assessment file, which has an 
extension ‘.cod’. This file can be sent to other users of the software to import. 

5.9.11 import an assessment 

The import function enables users to import assessments sent by other users.

1.   open the software ‘Assessments’ homepage and click on the ‘import’ button in the bottom right 
hand corner of the screen. 

2.  Select the Cost of the Diet assessment file (.cod file) to import and click ‘open’.

3.  The assessment should appear in the ‘Assessments’ homepage screen.

5.9.12 Access the about screen

1.   The about screen can be accessed by double clicking the large Cost of the Diet logo in the top left 
hand corner of the ‘Assessments’ homepage screen. 

2.   The splash screen will appear with text that scrolls through the acknowledgements, details of the software 
application and underlying databases, important contact information and the licencing agreement.  

figure 61. A screen shot of the ‘Assessments’ homepage screen showing the blue ‘copy’ hyperlink. 

figure 62. A screen shot of the pop up 
screen that enables users to change the 
name of the assessment that is being 
copied in the cost of the diet software. 
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This section of the guidelines describes how practitioners 
should interpret the following results:

•  The differences in cost between the four diets

•  The composition of the diets and the foods that provide 
essential nutrients 

•  The nutrient specifications that have or haven’t been 
met by the diet

•  The seasonal differences in the cost of the diets

•  The contribution that each food group makes to the 
cost of the diet and why

•  The affordability of the diets for different wealth groups.

This section will also explain the variety of ways that the 
Cost of the Diet software could be used to produce ‘What 
if?’ models. For information about how a Cost of the Diet 
report can be structured, please refer to the Cost of the 
Diet reporting guidelines.  

6.1 Interpreting the difference in cost between 
the standard diets

The Cost of the Diet software estimates the following costs 
for each of the four standard diets: 

•  The daily cost of the diet by season for an individual or 
household

•  The average daily cost of the diet for an individual or 
household

•  The average monthly cost of the diet for an individual or 
household

•  The annual cost of the diet for an individual or 
household

•  The cost of the edible daily amount of each food 
selected by the software

•  The cost of the edible weekly amount of each food 
selected by the software.

Section 2.2 describes how the four diets build upon one 
another incrementally, refining the nutrient targets that 
need to be met and placing restrictions on the frequency 
with which foods are eaten to create a mixture of foods 
that is more typical of a diet. The cost of these diets usually 
increases as additional nutrient targets are set and met, and 
constraints are imposed on the frequency with which foods 
are eaten. For example, the energy only diet should be the 
least expensive diet because the software only needs to 
meet the targets for energy. The food habits diet should be 
the most expensive diet because all nutrient targets need 
to be met and constraints are imposed on the amounts and 
frequency with which foods are consumed to create a 
mixture that is similar to typical food habits in the location 
of the assessment.  

Sometimes the food habits nutritious diet is less expensive than 
the nutritious diet. in such an instance the software is not 
usually able to calculate a nutritious diet when typical 
dietary habits are imposed. This is an important finding as it 
suggests that local food habits, influenced by economic poverty, 
food taboos or food preferences, may affect the inclusion of 
nutritious foods in the diet. The focus group discussions and 
the affordability analysis will provide useful contextual 
information about why households practice these food habits 
and should therefore be used to explain the cost results. 

6.2 Interpreting the composition of the diets 

For each diet the software produces a daily, weekly and 
annual composition, which includes the quantity of each food 
selected and the percentage of every micronutrient that 
each food provides. For example, Figure 63 shows that dried 
loitta fish is an inexpensive and rich source of protein, vitamin 
B2, niacin, pantothenic acid, vitamin B12, calcium, iron, 
magnesium and zinc, and provide the highest proportion of 
these nutrients in this diet. Lentils have been selected by the 
software as an inexpensive source of vitamin B1, vitamin B6 
and folic acid, and provide most of these nutrients in the diet. 
The way in which these results have been described can be 
applied to the weekly and the annual diet composition.

figure 63. An example of the diet composition table produced by the daily or weekly reports showing the 
foods selected by the software for a diet and the percentage nutrients that are provided by each food. 
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These results provide important information regarding 
locally available, inexpensive foods that are rich sources of 
essential micronutrients. This information could be 
important for nutrition advocacy, as well as to design 
nutrition, food security and social protection programmes 
that aim to improve the quality of local diets. 

6.3 Interpreting the nutrient targets that have or 
haven’t been met

The aim of the software analysis is to meet the energy and 
nutrient targets, depending on the diet specified, using the 
foods on the food list at the lowest possible cost with the 
specified portion size and food frequency constraints. The 
nutrients targets that should be met for each diet are 
explained in more detail in section 2.2 but are summarised 
below: 

•  Energy only diet – energy targets met only;

•  Macronutrient diet – energy, fat and protein targets met 
only;

•  nutritious diet – energy, fat and protein and 
micronutrients targets met without food frequency 
constraints;

•  Food habits nutritious diet – energy, fat and protein 
targets and micronutrients targets met with food 
frequency constraints. 

on opening the cost results summary screen in the 
software the cost cell will show a red background if nutrient 
specifications have been met by less than 99.9%, as shown 
in Figure 64 below.

Sometimes the software can only meet specifications for 
nutrient by 100%, as shown in Figure 65 below. in this 
instance the software has found a solution but the nutrients 
whose specification have been met only by 100% (vitamin 
A, pantothenic acid, folic acid and calcium) are the hardest 
for the software to meet using locally available foods. 

figure 64. A screen shot of the ‘cost results’ summary screen showing how the cost of the diet software flags the cost 
cells with a red background when nutrient specifications have not been met by 100% for an individual or a household. 

figure 65. An example of the ‘Percentage nutrient specifications’ graph which shows the percentage of the 
nutrients that have been met for a diet calculated by the cost of the diet software. 
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figure 66. An example of the ‘Percentage nutrient specifications’ graph, which shows when nutrients have not been met 
by 100% for a diet calculated by the cost of the diet software. 

Sometimes the software cannot calculate a diet that meets one 
or more nutrient specification targets, as shown in Figure 66. 

in this instance the specifications for calcium and zinc have 
not been met for the child aged 6-8 months. There are 
three possible reasons for this: 

•  There are not foods available in the market to provide 
these nutrients in sufficient quantities;

•  Typical dietary habits influenced by economic poverty, 
food taboos or food preferences restrict the amounts of 
foods containing these nutrients to be included in the diet;

•  A combination of both availability and typical dietary habits; 

•  The upper limit for energy or one or more specific 
nutrients has been met before all the nutrient 
specifications can be met.

if food availability is the problem the specification for a 
particular nutrient would not be met by 100% in the 
nutritious diet. in this diet, there are no food frequency 
restrictions: the software is allowed to include any 
combination of foods for up to three meals a day. if nutrient 
targets cannot be met by this diet, then there are not 
enough foods containing these nutrients available in the 
assessment area. 

if the target for a particular nutrient is met by 100% or 
more in the nutritious diet but is met by less than 100% in 
the food habits diet, then this indicates that typical dietary 
habits are restricting the amount of foods that contain this 
nutrient that the software can include. The reason for this 
could be because of general food preferences or food 
taboos, which have been identified during the focus group 
discussions, or because households cannot afford to buy the 
foods, which will be identified in the affordability analysis. 

if both availability and typical dietary habits are issues, the 
targets for a nutrient will not be met in either the nutritious 
or food habits diet. if an upper limit for energy or a nutrient 
has been met, the software will flag the nutrient with a 
yellow boarder in the daily or weekly report. 

once the reason has been identified, potential interventions 
that aim to increase the consumption of foods that contain 
the limiting nutrient should be recommended. Such an 
intervention could be modelled using the Cost of the Diet 
software, as explained in section 6.7. 

6.4 Interpreting the seasonal fluctuations in 
the cost of the food habits diet

The cost of the diet software can analyse the daily cost of 
the four standard diets for up to six seasons or periods in a 
year. This seasonal cost data can provide useful information 
about the times of the year when households may be most 
vulnerable to high food prices. This is especially important 
for households who rely on the market to meet of their 
needs for food. This information is important to inform 
nutrition advocacy, to understand the local context of a 
programme, and to inform the timing of social protection 
interventions such as food vouchers or cash transfers. 

The seasonal cost results should be compared with a 
seasonal calendar for the assessment area, if available, to 
see if the periods when the cost of the diet is highest and 
lowest coincide with the lean and harvest seasons. 

The Cost of the Diet software can produce a graph to 
show the daily cost of the food habits diet by season. ideally, 
this graph should show realistic changes in the cost of the 
diet over the year, perhaps with the highest and lowest 
costs coinciding with the harvest and lean period. This is 
demonstrated in Figure 67. 

Sometimes the price per season does not vary significantly, 
as shown in Figure 68.

in this instance there might not be a large seasonal variation 
in the price of foods in the assessment area, so these results 
are to be expected. However, if the variation is unexpected 
and retrospective market survey data have been collected, 
these results could indicate that the data are of poor quality 
perhaps because the recall of prices by traders was poor. 

Sometimes the seasonal fluctuations may not make sense 
when compared with the seasonal calendar. For example 
the harvest period might be when the cost of the diet is 
highest as opposed to the lowest, which is normally the 
case. Again if retrospective market survey data have been 
collected it is likely that the quality of data may be poor. 

it is important to note that these results only capture changes 
in food prices by season: they do not capture changes in 
income or expenditure and subsequent affordability. These 
factors must be taken into consideration when considering 
the affordability of a nutritious diet by season.
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6.5 Interpreting the cost contribution that 
the food groups make to the food habits diet

identifying the food groups that contribute the most to the 
cost of a food habits diet is another useful way of 
emphasising the cost, nutrient targets and composition 
results for this diet. A food group that is contributing the 
most to the cost of the food habits diet is likely to be the 
main (and least expensive) source of a nutrient whose target 
has been met by 100% or less. interpreting these results 
should therefore be done with the diet composition data.

For example, Figure 69 shows that vegetable products and 
fish were contributing the most to the cost of the food 

habits diet. This is because vegetables provided the majority 
of vitamin A, vitamin C, folic acid and iron whilst dried and 
fresh fish provided an important source of vitamin B12, 
calcium and zinc. To meet the targets for these nutrients, 
these foods were included in the diet in large quantities and 
therefore contribute the most to the cost of the food 
habits diet. 

This information could be used for nutrition advocacy and 
the design of nutrition and food security programmes 
which aim to improve the availability and economic access 
of nutritious foods for poor households or vulnerable 
individuals. 

figure 67. An example of the ‘seasonal daily cost’ graph showing large differences in the cost of a food habits diet by season. 

figure 68. An example of the ‘seasonal daily cost’ graph showing small differences in the cost of a food habits diet by season. 

figure 69. An example of the ‘weekly food group cost’ graph for a food habits diet calculated by the cost of the diet software. 
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6.6 Interpreting the affordability analysis 

The Cost of the Diet software estimates the affordability of 
the energy only diet, nutritious diet, food habits diet and 
essential non-food expenditure by comparing these data 
with the annual income figure. it can do this for an 
unlimited number of wealth groups provided there are 
data, but normally a Cost of the Diet assessment will 
estimate the affordability for very poor, poor, middle and 
better off wealth groups. This analysis enables the user to 
estimate the following: 

•  The affordability of the diets and non-food expenditure 
by wealth group;

•  The percentage of households that are likely to be most 
in need of economic support (if data on the percentage 
breakdown of the assessment area’s population by 
wealth group is available) and; 

•  The size of the gap between how much income a 
household is likely to have and the money they would 
need to purchase the diets and essential non-food 
expenditure. 

The software expresses the cost of the three diets and 
non-food expenditure as a percentage of income and displays 
this as a bar chart, an example of which is shown in Figure 70. 

The results in Figure 70 show that the middle and better-off 
wealth groups can afford a nutritious diet plus expenditure 
on non-food items such as healthcare, clothes, schooling 
and soap. However, very poor and poor households cannot. 
The affordability gap expressed as a percentage of income 
is 65% and 25% for very poor and poor households 
respectively. The additional amount of money that very 
poor and poor households require a year to be able to 
afford a nutritious diet plus non-food items is approximately 
74,960 BDT and 50,330 BDT respectively. 

This information could be used for nutrition advocacy and to 
influence the design of social protection programmes which 
aim to increase income and therefore economic access to 
nutritious foods for those households who cannot currently 
afford both a nutritious diet and essential non-food items.  

However, there are limitations to assessing affordability:

•  Total income does not represent the actual income that 
can be spent on the diet by the household;

•  The proportion of household income that should be 
spent on food will differ according to the costs of 
essential non-food specifications. 

6.7 Generating ‘What if?’ models 

As mentioned in section 5.8, the Cost of the Diet software 
has substantial adaptability to enable users to change the 
following: 

•  Add or delete foods and/or supplements from the diet

•  Create new foods and/or supplements and add them to 
the diet 

•  Change the selection of individuals or groups to create 
households 

•  Change the energy and nutrient specifications for 
specific individuals or groups

•  Add or delete wealth groups, change their definition, and 
their annual income and annual non-food expenditure 

•  Change the food group maximum constraints

•  Change the price per 100g of foods

•  Change the standard portion sizes for foods 

•  Change the minimum and maximum food frequency 
constraints for foods 

The details of how to change these parameters can be 
found in the software guidelines in section 5.8. it is recom-
mended that ‘what if?’ modelling is done using the food 
habits diet. These changes may have the following impact:

•  Decrease or increase the cost of the diet

•  improve or worsen the quality of the diet

•  improve or worsen the dietary diversity of the diet 

•  improve or worsen the affordability of the diet 

figure 70. An example of the ‘diet affordability’ graph for four wealth groups produced by the cost of the diet software. 
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Changing these parameters can enable users to model the 
following: 

•  The potential effect of new or existing nutrition 
interventions on the cost, quality, composition and 
affordability of a nutritious diet for specific individuals or 
the household as a whole;

•  The potential effect of new or existing food security 
interventions on the cost, quality, composition and 
affordability of a nutritious diet for specific individuals or 
the household as a whole;

•  The potential effect of new or existing social protection 
interventions on the cost, quality, composition and 
affordability of a nutritious diet for specific individuals or 
the household as a whole;

•  The potential effect of changing the nutrient specifications 
for specific individuals or households on the cost, quality, 
composition and affordability of a nutritious diet; 

•  The potential effect of a sudden shock on the cost, 
quality, composition and affordability of a nutritious diet.

•  The potential effect of current infant and young child 
feeding practices on the cost, quality, composition and 
affordability of a nutritious diet.

6.8 Interventions that improve the 
affordability of the diet

The following programme interventions could improve the 
affordability of a nutritious diet by increasing the income of 
an individual or household: 

•  Cash for work

•  Cash transfers 

•  Food vouchers

•  Livestock rearing

•  Kitchen gardening or small holdings.

When modelling these interventions it is important to 
consider the following questions: 

•  Who is the target group? E.g. those who cannot afford  
a nutritious diet

•  What is being sold or given? E.g. eggs, milk, meat, 
firewood, coal, cash

•  How much is the product being sold for or how much 
cash is being given? E.g. 3 kg meat per week, 5 USD per 
household a month

•  How long is the intervention going to last for and when? 
E.g. 3 months over the hungry season.

6.8.1 How to model cash for work, cash transfer 
and food voucher interventions 

For interventions that involve cash for work, cash transfers 
or food vouchers, if the amount of money that will be given 
per household or individual is known then this can be 
added to the wealth group’s annual income figure as 
described in section 5.8.4.3. The affordability report can be 
run to see what impact this additional income has on 
improving the affordability of a nutritious diet and non-food 
expenditure. if the amount of cash is not known, the 
affordability analysis could be used to inform the size of the 
transfer, based upon the affordability gap. 

Alternatively, if the money is to be used to improve 
nutrition outcomes, the nutrient specifications settings 
could be changed (as described in section 5.8.4.4) to decide 
how much money households or individuals would need to 
buy a certain percentage of their recommended nutrient 
intake using local foods e.g. 50% of energy and 80% of 
micronutrients. once these settings are changed, the food 
habits diet could be run again to calculate the daily cost of 
the diet for the specified individuals or households to meet 
these targets using local foods. 

it may be recommended that the foods purchasable using  
a voucher are foods identified by the Cost of the Diet 
software as the least expensive sources of essential 
micronutrients.

6.8.2 How to model livestock, fishing or kitchen 
garden interventions as an income generating 
activity

if the Cost of the Diet software results show a need to 
increase the availability of animal or vegetable foods in the 
diet, a livestock, fishing or kitchen garden intervention in 
which households rear animals or grow foods could be 
recommended, depending on the local context. Livestock, 
fishing and kitchen garden interventions could potentially 
have a dual impact if enough of the food was produced to 
enable some to be sold to generate income and some to be 
consumed by the household. This section describes how to 
model the impact of these interventions on the affordability 
of a nutritious diet. 

once the questions outlined in section 6.8 have been 
answered, the amount of money produced by the 
intervention can be added to the annual income of the 
target wealth groups. 

For example it could be assumed that a poultry 
intervention will enable the beneficiaries to sell 21 eggs a 
week for 45 weeks in a year. To calculate the additional 
income that this could generate, the average price of an egg 
(from the market survey) should be multiplied by 21 to give 
a weekly income. This figure should then be multiplied by 
45 to give the potential annual income. This overall figure 
should then be added to the income of the wealth groups 
that the intervention targets as described in section 5.8.4.3.  
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6.9 Interventions that improve the quality 
and lower the cost of the diet

The following programme interventions could improve the 
quality and lower the cost of a nutritious diet by increasing 
the availability of a food or nutrient in the diet: 

• Livestock rearing

• Kitchen garden or small holdings

• Food voucher 

 • Fortified food distribution 

• Supplement distribution

The following sections explain how to model these 
interventions. 

6.9.1 How to model the impact of livestock, 
fishing, kitchen garden and food voucher 
intervention on the cost and quality of a 
nutritious diet 

it is possible to model the impact of consuming a 
proportion of the products from a livestock, fishing or 
kitchen garden intervention and the impact of consuming 
the foods purchased with a food commodity voucher on 
the cost, quality and composition of a nutritious diet using 
the Cost of the Diet software. When developing these 
models it is useful to consider the following questions: 

•  Who is the target group, households and/or individuals? 
E.g. those who cannot afford a nutritious diet or whose 
nutrient specifications cannot be met to 100%.

•  What foods does the intervention include? E.g. those 
included in the nutritious diet by the software.

•  How many times a week will the household or specified 
individuals eat the food resulting from the intervention.

•  What seasons will the foods be available to eat? This 
information can be taken from the market survey results.

To model this in the software, the foods identified would 
need to be added to the food list (even if they are all 
already there) at no or ‘0’ cost (section 5.8.4.1 and 5.8.5.1) 
to specify that these would be free as a result of the 
intervention. Alternatively a cost can be entered if the 
model takes into account the cost of any inputs. The 
portion sizes for each individual in the household during the 
specified seasons would need to be set for these foods 
(section 5.8.5.2). Finally the minimum and maximum 
constraints would need to be set to reflect the number of 
times that the food is to be consumed each week during 
each season (section 5.8.5.3). A food habits nutritious diet 
can then be calculated by the software, which will include a 
portion of these foods at zero cost. 

if the methods described in this section and section 6.8.2 
were combined the results would show the impact of these 
interventions on the cost, quality, composition and 
affordability of a food habits diet. 

6.9.2 How to model the impact of intervention to 
fortify foods or provide supplements on the cost 
and quality of a nutritious diet

The effect of adding fortified foods or novel supplements 
to the diet can be examined using the Cost of the Diet 
software. When developing these models it is useful to 
consider the following questions: 

•  Who is the target group? E.g. the household or 
individuals whose nutrient specifications could not be 
met by 100% by the software.

•  What is the potential deficiency? E.g. what nutrients 
could not be met to 100% by the software for a 
nutritious diet?

•  What supplement or fortified food would provide these 
nutrients? 

•  What is the dosage (portion size) and how often would 
this be given? 

The steps to model the impact of these interventions are 
the same as outlined in the previous section but if the food 
or supplement is not included in the food composition table 
database, it will need to be added to the database using the 
steps outlined in section 5.5.4.

6.10 Other models that could be modelled 
using the Cost of the Diet software 

This section describes other models using the Cost of the 
Diet software and the questions that should be considered 
before doing so: 

•  Modelling the impact of changing the nutrient settings 
for individuals or household on the cost, quality, 
composition and affordability of a nutritious diet. 

•  Modelling the impact of a shock on the cost, quality, 
composition and affordability of a nutritious diet. 

•  Modelling the impact of suboptimal breastfeeding 
practices on the cost, quality, composition and 
affordability of a nutritious diet. 

•  Modelling the impact of a nutrition education or a 
behavior change communication intervention on the 
cost, quality, composition and affordability of a nutritious 
diet 

6.10.1 Changing the nutrient settings for 
households or individuals 

The ability to alter the nutrient specifications for individuals 
or households is a very powerful feature of version 2 of the 
Cost of the Diet tool. As mentioned in section 2.1.1.1 the 
specifications for micronutrients are set at the 97.725th 
percentile of requirements to minimise the risk of 
deficiency. Analysis suggests that this linearly then 
exponentially increases the cost of the diet estimated by 
the software. Lowering the specifications to the 80th 
percentile may offer a more realistic and achievable cost, 
diet and affordability estimation, which could be used for 
programme design.  
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The specifications for energy, protein and micronutrients 
(apart from magnesium and pantothenic acid) can be 
adjusted continuously between the 1st and 99th percentile 
for all individuals from 12 months of age. it can be set even 
lower or higher than this but the values are extreme. 
Alternatively, if the amounts of the nutrients are known, 
these can be set as the target. 

The percentage of energy from fat can be adjusted between 1% 
and 99% for all individuals from 12 months of age. Alternatively,  
if the amount of fat is known, this can be set as the target. 

The specification for energy can be changed from the 1st to 
the 99th percentile for children aged less than 12 months. 
Alternatively, if the amount of energy is known, this can be 
set as the target. 

These functions could be used to: 

•  Model the impact of an increase in energy after an illness 
on the cost and composition of the diet.

•  identify the nutrients that are influencing the cost of the 
diet the most in the assessment area.

•  Reduce the micronutrient specifications settings to 
something more realistic for programme design. 

When developing these models it is useful to consider the 
following questions: 

•  What nutrients need changing?

•  What specification should be set for the nutrients? 

•  For whom should the specifications be changed? 

To change these settings in the software, refer to section 
5.8.4.4. The nutrients that influence the cost of the diet the 
most are likely to be those that the software has met by 
100% or less. incrementally decreasing the specifications for 
these nutrients and comparing the cost, quality, composition 
and affordability of the diet could offer an insight into the 
impact that these nutrients have on the cost.

6.10.2 Modelling the impact of a shock 

The modelling function of the Cost of the Diet software 
could be used to examine the potential impact of a shock 
on the cost, quality, composition and affordability of a 
nutritious diet. When developing these models it is useful 
to consider the following questions: 

•  What is the shock? E.g. drought, floods

•  Who does it affect? E.g. wealth groups, households, 
individuals 

•  What is affected by the shock? E.g. food prices, dietary 
habits, income

•  How long does the effect of the shock last?

•  What time of year or in what season does the shock occur? 

The potential impact of the shock will determine which 
parameters are changed. For example if income decreases 
this will be changed in the ‘add/edit wealth group screen’ 
(section 5.8.4.3). if food prices increase by 10% for 
example, the price of the foods in the food list will need 

to be changed (section 5.8.5.1). if the staple food is no 
longer available and dietary habits change, then the food, 
portion sizes, and minimum and maximum constraints will 
need to be changed (sections 5.8.4.1, 5.8.5.2 and 5.8.5.3). 

6.10.3 Modelling the impact of current infant and 
young child feeding practices 

As described in section 2.1.1.1, there are data on boys, girls 
and children of either sex aged 1–23 months embedded in 
the software. it is therefore possible to estimate the 
potential impact of suboptimal infant and young child 
feeding practices, such as: 

•  not exclusively breastfeeding a child; 

•  Replacing all or a percentage of breast milk with an 
alternative such as animal milk, water or milk made using 
milk powder; 

•  Excluding foods or certain food groups from the diet; 

•  giving infrequent meals. 

When developing these models it is useful to consider the 
following questions: 

•  What are the current practices? E.g. exclusive 
breastfeeding for 3 months; giving cow’s milk instead of 
breast milk; infrequent feeding; excluding certain foods 
or food groups. 

•  What age of child is affected? 

The type of practice will determine the way in which the 
parameters are changed. For example the portion size for 
breast milk may need to be changed (section 5.8.5.2) and 
the portion size and the number of times certain foods or 
food groups are included in the diet may also need to be 
changed (sections 5.8.5.2, 5.8.4.5 and 5.8.5.3). 

6.10.4 Modelling the impact of a nutrition 
education or a behaviour change communication 
intervention 

As well as modelling potentially harmful dietary habits the Cost 
of the Diet software can be used to examine potentially 
positive changes in the diet as a result of a nutrition education 
or a behaviour change communication. This could include 
improving general dietary diversity, specifically including more 
of a certain food or food group in the diet, or introducing a 
new food to the diet. When developing these models it is 
useful to consider the following questions: 

•  Who is the target for the intervention? E.g. household, 
individual;

•  What foods or food groups are targeted? E.g. those that 
have been identified as being nutritious by the software 
but are not consumed by the target group; 

•  How will the behaviour change? 

Depending on the intervention, foods may need to be 
added to the food list (section 5.8.4.1) their portion size 
may need to be increased (section 5.8.5.2) and their 
frequency within the diet might need to be increased 
(section 5.8.5.3). 
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As the previous sections of this guide have demonstrated, a 
Cost of the Diet assessment produces a large amount of 
data. The flexibility of the software to change the 
underlying parameters increases the potential to do 
interesting analyses, particularly regarding food availability 
and economic access to nutritious foods. Furthermore, the 
underlying food and nutrient databases are source of useful 
information. 

Using examples from previous Cost of the Diet 
assessments undertaken by Save the Children, this section 
aims to describe how the results of the Cost of the Diet 
could be used to: 

•  inform nutrition, food security, livelihoods and social 
protection programmes; 

•  inform and influence nutrition and food security related 
policy and advocacy processes and debates at a national 
and global level;

•  As an early warning indicator within food security and 
nutrition early warning systems.

This is not exhaustive. it is likely that there are other ways 
that this tool could be used and Save the Children would  
be interested in learning from the experiences of other 
practitioners. if you’d like to share them please email 
cotd@savethechildren.org.uk and they may be included  
in the bi-annual bulletins on the method.

Figure 71 summarises the ways in which the Cost of the 
Diet could be used to inform programme design, advocacy 
and early warning surveillance.

figure 71. summarises the ways in which the cost of the diet could be used to inform programme design, 
advocacy and early warning surveillance. 
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7.1 Using the Cost of the Diet results to 
inform nutrition, food security, livelihoods 
and social protection programmes

A Cost of the Diet assessment provides useful contextual 
information on the potential barriers to consuming a 
nutritious diet by households in a programme area as well 
as identifying foods that could provide specific 
micronutrients if their consumption was increased.  
The ability to model the impact of potential interventions 
on the cost, quality, composition and affordability of a diet 
also makes it a useful tool to help with programme design. 
Section 6 gives some examples of how different 
interventions could be modelled and describes how the 
results could be interpreted. A Cost of the Diet assessment 
could be used to: 

•  Analyse whether availability, affordability and/or local 
beliefs are barriers to households consuming a nutritious 
diet; 

•  identify inexpensive nutritious foods;

•  identify nutrients that are the most costly to meet 
specifications, using local foods; 

•  Assess which wealth groups may not be able to afford a 
nutritious diet;

•  identify periods during the year when households are 
most vulnerable to changes in food prices and therefore 
the times when interventions may have the biggest 
impact;
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•  Assess the potential effect of current infant and young 
child feeding practices, such as not exclusively breast 
feeding on children under the age of 2 years;

•  Assess the potential effect of nutrition interventions on 
the cost, quality, composition and affordability of a 
nutritious diet for certain individuals or for a household 
as a whole;

•  Estimate the potential effect of new or existing food 
security interventions on the cost, quality, composition 
and affordability of a nutritious diet for certain individuals 
or a household as a whole;

•  Estimate the potential effect of new or existing social 
protection interventions on the cost, quality, 
composition and affordability of a nutritious diet for 
certain individuals or a household as a whole;

•  Examine the potential effect of changing the nutrient 
specifications for households or individuals on the cost, 
quality, composition and affordability of a nutritious diet; 

•  Assess the potential effect of a sudden shock on the cost, 
quality, composition and affordability of a nutritious diet.

The following case-studies provide examples of how Save 
the Children has used Cost of the Diet assessments to 
inform nutrition, food security, livelihoods and social 
protection programmes purposes. 

7.1.1 Myanmar 2013: design of a cash for work 
and maternity cash transfer programme and 
supportive nutrition education messages

in 2013 Save the Children conducted a Cost of the Diet 
assessment in three livelihood zones in Myanmar to inform 
the design of certain elements of a programme in Rakhine 
state. The programme aims to improve the livelihoods of 
communities that were badly affected by cyclone giri. The 
programme aims to deliver a comprehensive package of 
mutually-reinforcing interventions to improve nutrition, 
livelihoods and food security with a focus on the cross-
cutting principles of integration, community-based planning, 
innovation, government engagement, and inclusion. 

Using the Cost of the Diet affordability analysis, a decision 
was made on the amount of money for the cash for work 
and maternity cash components of the programme, the 
duration for which the money would be given, and the 
identity of the target households. The maternity cash 
transfer in particular aimed to improve the health and 
nutrition of mothers and their children during the critical 
window of the first 1,000 days from conception until 24 
months of age. 

Furthermore, in conjunction with a qualitative investigation 
of infant and young child feeding practices, behaviour 
change communication messages were developed which 
emphasised the importance of breastfeeding as 
recommended by the WHo, but also to increase the diversity 
of the diet of children aged 6-23 months and of pregnant and 
lactating women using the least expensive, most nutritious 
foods identified during the Cost of the Diet assessment. 

7.1.2 Bangladesh 2013: a new, multi-sectoral 
programme 

in 2013 Save the Children conducted a Cost of the Diet 
assessment in the agricultural plains livelihood zone of 
Sylhet to help inform the design of a new, five year 
multi-sectoral project which aims to reduce the incidence 
of stunting in two districts of Sylhet Division. The 
programme aims to improve the nutrition of pregnant and 
lactating mothers and children under two years by nutrition 
sensitive interventions, by providing opportunities for 
sustainable food security and livelihoods, and by behaviour 
change communications for better nutrition practices.

The results of the Cost of the Diet assessment were used 
in conjunction with an HEA to inform the design of the 
homestead food production and nutrition education 
components of the programme. The results will be used to 
identify the most nutritious foods to grow that are liked by 
households and to estimate the amount required to make a 
significant contribution to dietary intake. 

The Cost of the Diet results will be used to develop the 
behaviour change communication strategy to increase the 
diversity of the diet of children aged 6-23 months and of 
pregnant and lactating women using the least inexpensive, 
most nutritious foods identified during the Cost of the Diet 
assessment. 

7.2 Using the Cost of the Diet results to 
inform advocacy

The results of a Cost of the Diet assessment could be used 
to strengthen the evidence of the impact of various 
nutrition and food security issues, for example: 

•  Highlighting food availability, food taboos, economic 
access or a combination of both as barriers to 
households consuming a nutritious diet;

•  inexpensive dietary sources of essential micronutrients;

•  The need to increase food availability specific to certain 
micronutrients; 

•  The impact of suboptimal breastfeeding practices on the 
cost and quality of a diet for a child aged 1-24 months;

•  Highlighting what periods of the year households maybe 
the most vulnerable to high food prices;

•  The potential impact of current social protection 
programmes in relation to nutrition outcomes on poor 
households;

•  The need for social protection programmes linked to 
nutrition and what these could entail;

•  The impact of shocks such as food price rises on the 
cost and affordability of a nutritious diet for poor 
households. 

The results of a Cost of the Diet assessment could be 
shared in national and international policy debates and 
meetings to ensure appropriate responses are taken. 
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The results could also be used in coordination with other 
ngos, key donors and governments, to raise awareness on 
the issues listed and to begin to share perspectives on the 
vulnerability of a country, the impact of these issues and the 
steps that could be taken to mitigate these issues. 

The following case-studies provide examples of how Save 
the Children has used Cost of the Diet assessments to 
inform advocacy. 

7.2.1. Bangladesh 2012 and 2013: highlighting the 
potential impact of current social protection 
programmes on nutrition outcomes 

The results of Cost of the Diet assessments in two divisions 
of Bangladesh, Sylhet and Khulna, showed that the national 
Maternity and Lactating Women’s Allowance of $4 a month 
was too small to bridge the affordability gap for a nutritious 
diet and essential non-food expenditure. The national 
Vulnerable group Development rice transfer scheme, 
which provides poor households with 30 kg of rice a month 
was shown to have a greater potential impact on the 
affordability of a nutritious diet, but the rice transfer was 
monetised in the model and there is no guarantee that the 
income released by providing rice would be spent on 
purchasing nutritious food, or that this food would be 
distributed equitably within the household.

Both of these schemes have the potential to affect the 
nutritional status of the household but the Cost of the Diet 
results indicated that this impact might currently be limited. 
Save the Children international in Bangladesh used these 
results in a report called ‘How can social protection better 
respond to child poverty in Bangladesh? which outlined 
their position on the current social protection systems in 
Bangladesh as well as inform the development of the 
national Social protection Strategy reform process. 

7.2.2 Bangladesh 2014: Bangladesh National Food 
Policy Plan of Action and Country Investment 
Plan, monitoring report 

in 2012 a Cost of the Diet assessment was undertaken in 
the fish cultivation livelihood zone of Khulna, Bangladesh. 
The results of this assessment were used in a 2014 
monitoring report for the country’s national Food policy 
plan of Action and Country investment plan, which records 
the country’s progress towards the national Food policy 
targets adopted in 2008. The analysis of the Cost of the 
Diet data was used to offer a practical example of how 
economic factors shape poor households’ food choices and 
potentially influences nutrient adequacy and nutritional 
status, as shown in Figure 72. 

7.2.3. Myanmar 2013: Advocating for a national 
maternity cash transfer 

As part of a programme in Rakhine State, Save the 
Children international in Myanmar are doing a randomised 
controlled trial to estimate the effect of the maternity cash 
transfer and the behaviour change communication 
messages on the anthropometric outcomes of infants. if 
successful, the results will be used to advocate for the scale 
up of this approach as part of the national Social 
protection policy. 

7.2.4. Save the Children UK global report 2012: A 
high price to pay, the impact of rising and volatile 
food prices on children’s nutrition and food 
security 

in 2012 Save the Children published a report summarising 
the impact that rising and volatile food prices have on 
nutrition and food security for vulnerable households. The 
report produced a series of recommendations to 
developing country governments, g20 governments and 
the European Union to address this impact. The results of 
five Cost of the Diet studies in Kenya, Rwanda, nigeria and 
pakistan were summarised as shown in Figure 73 and used 
to emphasise the affordability gap between incomes and 
the cost of a food habits diet in the different locations.

figure 72. the narrative used to describe the cost of the 
diet results in Khulna, bangladesh in the 2014 monitoring 
report for the country’s national food Policy Plan of 
Action and country investment Plan.
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7.3 Using the Cost of the Diet tool as an 
early warning indicator within food security 
and nutrition early warning systems

Monthly or seasonal market surveys could be used to 
monitor changes in the cost of a nutritious diet for a typical 
household over time. To improve the ease and speed of 
data collection, the original food list needs to be modified 
so that only data are collected on the key foods consumed 
by the household and identified by the software. 

At this time, Save the Children are currently collecting 
regular market survey data in Rakhine State in Myanmar but 
have yet to collect these data for a long enough period of 
time to look at trends over time.

figure 73. the figure summarising the results of five cost of the diet studies, used in the ‘A high price to pay’ report 
by save the children uK.
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Annex 1. the mathematical equations that describe the optimisation routines that the linear programming module in the 
cost of the diet software undertakes when calculating the cost of a diet. 
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Annex 1. continued
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Annex 1. continued
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Annex 1. continued
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Annex 1. continued
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Annex 2. the values of percentiles equivalent to standard deviations and vice versa, which can be applied to investigate 
the effect of the who specifications on the cost of the diet. 

Percentile S.D. Percentile S.D.

0.0000286 -5.000 50.0000 0.000

0.0001 -4.753 55.0000 0.126

0.0032 -4.000 60.0000 0.253

0.0100 -3.719 65.0000 0.385

0.1000 -3.090 70.0000 0.524

0.1350 -3.000 75.0000 0.674

1.0000 -2.326 80.0000 0.842

2.0000 -2.054 81.0000 0.878

2.2750 -2.000 82.0000 0.915

3.0000 -1.881 83.0000 0.954

4.0000 -1.751 84.0000 0.994

5.0000 -1.645 84.1345 1.000

6.0000 -1.555 85.0000 1.036

7.0000 -1.476 86.0000 1.080

8.0000 -1.405 87.0000 1.126

9.0000 -1.341 88.0000 1.175

10.0000 -1.282 89.0000 1.227

11.0000 -1.227 90.0000 1.282

12.0000 -1.175 91.0000 1.341

13.0000 -1.126 92.0000 1.405

14.0000 -1.080 93.0000 1.476

15.0000 -1.036 94.0000 1.555

15.8655 -1.000 95.0000 1.645

16.0000 -0.994 96.0000 1.751

17.0000 -0.954 97.0000 1.881

18.0000 -0.915 97.7250 2.000

19.0000 -0.878 98.0000 2.054

20.0000 -0.842 99.0000 2.326

25.0000 -0.674 99.8650 3.000

30.0000 -0.524 99.9000 3.090

35.0000 -0.385 99.9900 3.719

40.0000 -0.253 99.9968 4.000

45.0000 -0.126 99.9999 4.753

50.0000 0.000 99.9999714 5.000
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Annex 3. the major and minor classification of food groups in the cost of the diet software, 
with some examples of sub-groups. 

grains and grain-based products Cereal grains Barley

   Buckwheat

   Fonio

   Maize

   Millet

   oats

   Quinoa

   Rice

   Rye

   Semolina

   Sorghum

   Spelt

   Teff

   Triticale

   Wheat

  grain flours 

  Breads 

  pasta 

  noodles 

Roots and tubers Roots White roots

   orange roots

  

  Tubers White tubers

   orange tubers

Legumes, nuts and seeds Legumes Beans and peas

   Lentils

  nuts and seeds nuts

   Seeds

Meat and offal Meat (flesh foods) Red meat

   Wild game

   White meat

  

  offal 

Fish, seafood, amphibians Fish (marine or freshwater) 

and invertebrates Seafood 

  Amphibians 

  insects 

Eggs and egg products

Major food group Minor food group Food sub-group
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Milk and milk products Milk 

  Dairy products Cheese

   Cream

   Milk powder

   Yoghurt

Vegetables and vegetable products Vitamin A rich vegetables Yellow or orange vegetables

   green leafy vegetables

  other vegetables 

Fruit and fruit products Citrus fruits

  Yellow or orange fruit 

  other fruit 

oils and fats oils 

  Fats 

Sugars and confectionary Sugar 

  Honey 

  Confectionary 

Herbs, spices and condiments  Spices 

  Herbs 

  Condiments 

  Flavourings 

  Salt 

Beverages Tea, coffee and plant extracts 

  Sodas 

  Alcoholic drinks 

Supplements and infant foods Therapeutic milks 

  Ready to use foods RUTF

   RUSF

  infant foods 

  Micronutrients Micronutrient powders

   Fortified foods

Composite dishes  

Major food group Minor food group Food sub-group
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Annex 4. the bioavailability conversion factors for iron applied to foods groups in the cost of the diet software

Food
Percentage 
absorption

Factor applied  
to food

Justification/ 
explanation

Reference

Milk 32% 0.32 37

grains, beans, roots and 
tubers

24% 0.24 Average of pinto, red and 
white taken 

37

other fruit and 
vegetables

48% 0.48 Average of bok choy, 
broccoli, Chinese cabbage, 
flower leaves, Chinese 
mustard greens and kale

37

High oxalate vegetables 
and fruit

5% 0.05 38

39

All other foods 32% 0.32 As with the old software, 
very little research to 
suggest another option

Fortificant or 
supplemental calcium

30% 0.30 As recommended by WFp

Food Percentage absorption
Factor 
applied  
to food

Justification/ explanation Reference

Meat, fish, poultry 
and eggs

25% 0.25

The average absorption of haem iron from 
meat containing meals is about 25%. The 
absorption of haem iron can vary from about 
40% during iron deficiency to about 10% 
during iron repletion.

34

4

Regarding including fish and poultry within 
‘meat’: ‘in weighing the evidence, the panel 
took into account that there is generally good 
agreement on the enhancing effect of meat or 
fish on non haem iron absorption and that the 
studies provided showed that the addition of 
meat (from beef, pork, lamb or chicken) or 
fish to a meal enhances the absorption of non 
haem iron from the diet’.

35

Milk 11.75% 11.75

The percentage of iron availability in adults 
from cow’s milk ranged between 4%, 9%, 
19.5% (the midpoint between 4 and 19.5 has 
therefore been applied)

36

plant foods 5% 0.05

Unable to find a specific absorption factor: 
non-haem iron in cereals, vegetables, fruits, 
roots, pulses and beans forms the main part 
of dietary iron. The absorption is very much 
influenced by the individual iron status

34

The WHo/FAo recommends 5% 
bioavailability for iron in a plant based diet, 
hence why we have used 5% 

4

Fats and oils
25% for animal based fats/oils 0.25 The WHo/FAo recommends 5% 

bioavailability for iron in a plant based diet, 
hence why we have used 5%

4
5% food plant based fats/oils 0.05

Fortificant or 
supplemental iron

2% for elemental iron 0.02

As recommended by the World Food 
programme

7% for Fe EDTA, Fe fumarate 
or Fe sulfate

0.07

5% for other iron fortificants 
or if form unknown

0.05

Annex 5. the bioavailability conversion factors for calcium applied to foods groups in the cost of the diet software
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grains and grain-based products 60

Cereal grains 60

Barley 55

Buckwheat 50

Fonio 65

Maize 65

Millet 55

oats  65

Quinoa 70

Rice 60

Rye 50

Semolina 50

Sorghum 60

Spelt 75

Teff 75

Triticale 50

Wheat 55

grain flours 50

Breads 60

pasta 60

noodles 65

Roots and tubers 70

Roots 95

White roots 90

orange roots  70

Tubers 65

White tubers 60

orange tubers 80

Legumes, nuts & seeds 10

Legumes 20

Beans and peas 20

Lentils 15

nuts and seeds 5

nuts 5

Seeds 10

Meat and offal 20

Meat (flesh foods) 15

Red meat 15

Wild game 20

White meat 15

offal 25

Fish, seafood, amphibians and invertebrates 25

Fish (marine or freshwater) 25

Seafood 30

Amphibians 50

insects  10

Eggs and egg products 40

Milk and milk products 15

Milk 100

Dairy products 10

Cheese 10

Cream  10

Yoghurt 45

Milk powder 13

Vegetables and vegetable products 75

Vitamin A rich vegetables 95

Yellow or orange vegetables 100

green leafy vegetables 95

other vegetables 65

Fruit and fruit products 40

Yellow or orange fruit 55

other fruit 30

Citrus fruits 35

oils and fats 10

oils 10

Fats 10

Sugars and confectionary 10

Sugar 6

Honey  6

Confectionary 15

Herbs and spices 1

Spices 1

Herbs 1

Condiments 5

Flavourings  1

Salt 0.5

Beverages 1

Tea, coffee and plant extracts 1

Sodas 1

Alcoholic drinks 1

Supplements and infant foods 1

Therapeutic milks 1

Ready to use foods 1

RUTF 1

RUSF 1

infant foods 1

Micronutrients 1

Micronutrient powders 1

Fortified foods 1

Composite dishes 100

Food group Portion size (g/meal) Food group Portion size (g/meal)

Annex 6. the default portion sizes by food group included in the cost of the diet software 
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Annex 7. database of standard portion sizes which have been calculated using a combination of the european food safety 
Authority’s comprehensive european food consumption database and a review of portion data by save the children.

   
Mean value for children 

Food group name 
aged 1-3 years (g/meal)

Comments

Cereals 95
Taken from analysis on the European food 
portion size database 

Vegetables 67
Taken from analysis on the European food 
portion size database 

Roots and tubers 52
Taken from analysis on the European food 
portion size database 

Legumes 73
Taken from the average of the data from Save the 
Children’s database from 9 data points

Fruit 88
Taken from analysis on the European food 
portion size database 

Meat 46
Taken from analysis on the European food 
portion size database 

Fish 53
Taken from the average of the data from Save the 
Children’s database from 16 data points

Milk 199
Taken from analysis on the European food 
portion size database

Eggs 47
Taken from the average of the data  from Save 
the Children’s database from 15 data points

Sugar 15
Taken from analysis on the European food 
portion size database

Fat 12
Taken from analysis on the European food 
portion size database

Fruit or vegetable juices 90
Taken from analysis on the European food 
portion size database

non-alcoholic beverages 37
Taken from analysis on the European food 
portion size database

Herbs and spices 5
Taken from analysis on the European food 
portion size database

infant foods 96
Taken from analysis on the European food 
portion size database

Composite dishes 15
Taken from analysis on the European food 
portion size database

Snacks 17
Taken from analysis on the European food 
portion size database

Yoghurt 100
Taken from analysis on the European food 
portion size database

Breads 43
Taken from analysis on the European food 
portion size database

Cheese 14
Taken from analysis on the European food 
portion size database

Citrus fruits 5
Taken from analysis on the European food 
portion size database
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Annex 8. family members chosen from the who database of average energy specification used to create the ‘rest of the 
world’ heA/cotd standard families.

Annex 9. family members chosen from the who database of average energy specification used to create the ‘Asia’ heA/
cotd standard families.

Number of family members

Number of family members

   4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
 Household member Kcal/day Individuals Individuals Individuals Individuals Individuals Individuals Individuals

 Woman is lactating 460 X X X X X X X

 Baby (either sex) 12-23 months 894  X X X X X X

 Child (either sex) 4-5 years 1,300       X

 Child (either sex) 5-6 years 1,400      X 

 Child (either sex) 6-7 years 1,500     X  X

 Child (either sex) 7-8 years 1,625    X  X 

 Child (either sex) 8-9 years 1,763   X  X  X

 Child (either sex) 9-10 years 1,913  X  X  X 

 Child (either sex) 10-11 years 2,075 X  X  X  X

 Child (either sex) 11-12 years 2,250  X  X  X 

 Child (either sex) 12-13 years 2,413   X  X  X

 Child (either sex) 13-14 years 2,575    X  X 

 Child (either sex) 14-15 years 2,725     X  X

 Child (either sex) 15-16 years 2,838      X 

 Child (either sex) 16-17 years 2,913       X

 Man, 30-59y, 50 kg, moderately active 2,750 X X X X X X X

 Woman, 30-59y, 45 kg, moderately active 2,300 X X X X X X X

 Total average energy specification  8,437 10,524 12,612 14,724 16,837 18,962 21,037

   4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
 Household member Kcal/day Individuals Individuals Individuals Individuals Individuals Individuals Individuals

 Woman is lactating 460 X X X X X X X

 Baby (either sex) 12-23 months 894 X X X X X X X

 Child (either sex) 5-6 years 1,400       X

 Child (either sex) 6-7 years 1,500      X 

 Child (either sex) 7-8 years 1,625     X  X

 Child (either sex) 8-9 years 1,763    X  X 

 Child (either sex) 9-10 years 1,913   X  X  X

 Child (either sex) 10-11 years 2,075  X  X  X 

 Child (either sex) 11-12 years 2,250   X  X  X

 Child (either sex) 12-13 years 2,413    X  X 

 Child (either sex) 13-14 years 2,575     X  X

 Child (either sex) 14-15 years 2,725      X 

 Child (either sex) 15-16 years 2,838       X

 Man, 30-59y, 50 kg, moderately active 2,750 X X X X X X X

 Woman, 30-59y, 45 kg, moderately active 2,300 X X X X X X X

 Woman, >60y, 45 kg, moderately active 2,050 X X X X X X X

 Total average energy specification  8,454 10,487 12,574 14,662 16,774 18,887 21,037
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Annex 10. example of a cost of the diet data collector training schedule

When Activity Where

Day 1

Morning

introductions, team building exercises and 
setting the rules of the training

Training centre

introduction to the Cost of the Diet and 
study objectives

Explain the food list

Afternoon

Compile the food list

Discuss the seasons, typical household size 
and the village and market survey sites that 
have been selected

Day 2

Morning

How to conduct a market survey 
(presentation)

Training centre

Market survey role play

Afternoon

How to conduct interviews and focus 
group discussions (presentation)

interview and focus group discussion role 
play

Day 3

Morning

Travel to Market Field Trial
Field

Field Trial: practice Data Collection 

Training centreAfternoon

Checking and consolidating data / revising 
food list

Feedback and questions

Food list revision
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Annex 11. the equipment needed for data collection

it is important to use a precise and accurate scale to weigh foods in the market (and possibly during the food consumption 
interviews, to estimate portion sizes). To weigh small foods under the weight of 5kg we suggest purchasing Tanita KD-400SV 
scales because they are easy to carry, precise (to 1g) and easy to use. For food items above 1kg we advise purchasing a set  
of hanging (Salter) scales. 

The equipment required during the training and data collection is listed below:

one per data collector for training:
pen
pencil and pencil sharpener
Eraser
notebook
Handouts 

For training room:
Stapler
Staples
Ream of flip chart paper
Box of marker pens
Flip chart stand
Long table for photocopies and other resource materials
Box of marker pens
Blue tack or scotch tape
LCD projector
Ream of A4 paper
Access to a printer 

one per field team (market survey):
Spare pencils
Spare Rubbers
Ruler 
Tanita KD-400SV scales (1)
Salter/spring scales (1)
5 L measuring jug (1)
Clip board (2)
Market survey data collection forms 
Letter/ document describing the objectives of the assessment and how the information will be used 
petty cash to purchase food items  
Equipment backpack (1)

one per field team (interview and FgD):
Spare pencils
Tanita KD-400SV scales (1)
5 L measuring jug (1)
Clip board
Letter/ document describing the objectives of the assessment and how the information will be used
Equipment backpack (1)
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The Cost of the Diet is an innovative method and software developed by Save the Children 

to understand better the extent to which poverty affects food intake and nutritional status. 

The method was developed in response to research undertaken by Save the Children 

which demonstrated that the impact on people’s diets of traditional nutrition education 

programmes may be limited more by poverty than by a lack of knowledge.

The Cost of the Diet software estimates the amount, combination and cost of local foods 

that are needed to provide individuals or families with their average needs for energy and 

their recommended intakes of protein, fat and micronutrients. An assessment can provide 

valuable contextual data about access by poor households to nutritious foods and could  

be used to inform programme design, develop policies, create advocacy messages and 

contribute to early warning systems.

This guide provides a Cost of the Diet practitioner with the information required to run  

a full Cost of the Diet assessment. The guide is for nutrition and food security personnel 

with experience in leading field work and in quantitative data analysis.  
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