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Typical govermment nutrition programmes usually lack precise information
on the size of groups that could benefit from interventions, on the diflerent
types of potential beneficiaries and their location, and on socio-economic
and cultural characteristics through which thev could readily be identified.

In the functional classification approach to the definition of nutritional prob-
lems, detailed information on human behaviour and social constraints is
collected at family and community levels. The duta are then interpreted in
general terms in order 1o understand how these factors contribute to inade-
quate levels of nutrition within larger gronps. This new approach should
enable more eflective measures for reducing the numbers of those living
under conditions of deprivation to be presented to planners and decision

makers.

The concept

A largc amount of data has been
collected on child malnutrition in
Central America and Panama since
the 1930s culminating in recent stud-
ics by the Institut of Nutrition of
Central Amecrica and Panama/Office

1 The field work on which this paper is
based was sponsored in part by the Gov-
ernment of Fl Salvador, the Ford Founda-
tion, the W.K. Kellogg Foundation, the
USAID Mission in El Salvador, and
ROCAP/AID.
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of International Rescarch, National
Institutes of Health (1972). in Hon-
duras by the Sistema de Anilisis y
Planificacién dc la Alimentacién y
Nutricién (1976). and by the Insti-
tuto de Nutricién de Centro América
y Panami/Unidad de Anilisis del
Sector Salud (1976) in Nicaragua.
However, their usclulness to plan-
ners and administrators is limited,
particularly when the attempt is made
to establish priorities for regions
within a country, to sclect suitable
programmes for dealing with nutri-

tional problems, and to design specific.
projects for specific regions and sub-
groups of familics within them. For
cxample the questions “what inter-
vention™ and “for whom™ cannot be
answered by data aggregated at na-
tional Icvcl. ‘This cxpcricnce em-
phasizes the nccd to define the nutri-
tional problems of developing coun-
trics in particular, not only in a prac.
tical manner but also in one that may
be of immediate use.

Such an approach should also lead
to a better understanding of the in-
terrelationships betwecen the factors
beliecved to cause nutritional prob-
lems. Basic to it is the fact that the
population of any given country is
heterogeneous, and comprises distinc-
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Tam e | QUESHONS 1O BE ANSWERED RY
THE TUNCTIONAT  CTASSHICATION  IPROIPC |

I. Which regions of Ll Salvislor, de-
seribed in geographical amnd  admin-
istrative terms, have most malnutrition
problems?

2. What are the general social, economic
and health characteristics of popula-
tion groups living in differant regions?

3. What is the total population of ciach
rcepion and subregion? How many
malnourished preschool children are
found in each region? What is the
approximate number of lactating and
pregnant women?

4, What is the relative importiance of the
different social, economic and cultural
factors as causcs of malnutrition in
each region, and in the distinet cate-
gories of population?

5. What is the size of these categories of
population and their nutritional status?

6. What kind of programmes are most
relevant for the different repions and
categories of population? How many
people respond 1o identified pro-
grammes?

7. What is the political, economic and
operitional feasibility of the sngpested
programmes? Who will finally benelit
from them?

8. What amount of cconomic resources
is needed lo induce important changes
in the number of fumilies suffering
from malnutrition in the dilferent re-
gions?

9. How can changes in nutritional status
be detected, utilizing the existing in-
formation systems?

tive occupational, social and cultural
groups. These diffcrences alfect both
the process by which malnutrition
becomes a problem, and the process
through which it can be ameliorated
or cradicated.

Realizing this, Joy (1973) intro-
duced the concept of *“functional
classification of undernourished pop-
ulations”, i.c., the grouping of pop-
ulations into categorics that can be
uscd in nutrition and dcvelopment
planning. Each functional catcgory
has a sct of common characteristics,
¢.g.. the samec nutrition problem, or
membership of an identifiable group
(geographic, sociv-cconomic, etc.).
A third characteristic? is that the

2 Essential to Joy's approach, although
not specifically identified in the quoted
reference.

members of a given group  have
a high probability of responding in
the same manner (o a given interven-
tion. A Tourth calegory is added in
this paper: the feasibility of reaching
the group within the cxisting ad-
ministrative divisions and through the
cxisting administrative structures.
Hakim and Soljmano (1976) and
Payne (1976) have reviewed thc as-
sumptions on which previous cfforts
to integrate nutritional components
into national plans in devcloping
countrics are based. The necd to
define the nutritional and food prob-
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Figure 1.

lcms within the framework of a func-
tional classification has been stressed
by Joy and Paynec (1975) and FAO
(1975). Abercrombic (1975) has also
mentioned the importance of iden-
tifying scts of categories of poor
pcople as an initial stcp toward the
solution of dcprivation. In a re.
cent work carried out in four rural.
subsistence agricultural communitics
of easlern Guatemala, Valverde et al.
(1977) quantified and characterized
families by size of landholdings, oc-

cupation, and nulritional status of
their children.

A “lunctional classification” o
malnourished populations, therefore,
is essentially a new way of collecting
and presenting information. 1t differs
from carlicr approaches in that: 1) it
slarts from the identilication of
distinct scts of aflected people in a -
given rcgion; 2) it studies their par-
ticular problcms, behaviour and ex-
pectations in greater depth; 3) it
cstimates the size of each group; and
4) it atlcmpts to asscss their respec-
tive problecms by region or subregion.
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Location of agricultural subregions and urban groups In El Salvador

The level of disaggregation of the
data collected permits reaggregation
according to the nceds of the planner:
at national level, by region, by ad-
ministrative division, by socio-cco-
nomic stratum or by type of employ-
ment. This in turn should facilitate
identification of rclevant programmes
aimed at reducing malnutrition in
groups of familics or individuals in
a given region,

A first attempt to develop such a
type of methodology was made in
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El Salvador, where the Government
had expressed interest in this matter
and oflered its collaboration,

Mcthodology development

PrROJECT OBJECTIVES AND
ORGANIZATION

The objectives of the project con-
ducted in El Salvador werce first, to
update and intcgratc nutrition and
socio-cconomic information in order
to oricnt the existing programmcs,
and thosc o be determined by the
future national food and nutrition
policy: and sccond, to devclop a
mcthodology for claborating a func-
tional classification.

A multidisciplinary advisory com-
mittce was sct up to define the nature
and type of data to be gathered,
cstablish the collection methods, pre-
parc a tentative analytic plan and
guide the general ficld operations. A
ninc-point list of guestions, detailed
in Tablc 1, was drawn up.

INORMATION SOURCES
IN THE COUNTRY

A scarch of the litcrature for gencral
data on the political, cconomic,
demographic and agricultural condi-
tions of El Salvador produced some
uscful matcrial, c.g., the national
housing, population, and agricultural
censuses of 1971, the list of adminis-
trative boundarics for cach munici-
pio* of the country. and the 1976
population ccnsus giving thc num-
ber of houses and total population
in cach canton. Other malcrial was
discarded where dala could not be
disaggregated by regions or subre-
gions, or the mcthods used for its
collection were not considered suf-
ficiently reliable.

DEFINITION OF REGIONS AND
ADMINISTRATIVE BOUNDARIES

At the time of the project. regional
divisions of the country were being

3 El Salvador is administratively dividsd
into 14 departamentos, 261 municipios
and 2 057 cantones.

10

revised. 10 was therefore necessary
to defline regions specifically for the
project.  This was done on the basis
of different patterns of land use as-
suming that cach would correspond
to: 1) more or less homogencous
socio-cultural  cnvironments,  and
2) similar typcs of nutritional prob-
Iems.

In order to pravide data uscful
for planncrs and administrators, the
municipio was chascn as thc most
convenicnt administrative unit since
information on cantén boundarics
were not available.  Existing maps
of land-us¢ and other survey and
census data cnabled the country to
be divided into three agricultural re-
gions: 1) marginal agricultural ex-
ploitation or of subsistence; 2) in-
tensive ugricultural exploitation (cash
crops for export): and 3) coffee
production.

A fourth “urban™ category in-
cluded all cantones and capitals of
municipios with 10000 or more
inhabitants in 1975,  Subrcgions
were designated based on geographic
crileria to give a total of nine groups
located as in Figure 1. The four re-
gions were used as sample frames
for all subscquent field uactivitics.
Table 2 summarizes the results of the
initial classification by region and
subregion in terms of land arca and
population,

Lisk or CENSUS INFORMATION

The original data of the population
and housing censuses were aggrepated
and summarized at houschold level
for cach of the 2087 cantones of 1°]
Salvador. The variables included: sex
and age distribulion, civil status, fam-
ily size. occupation, litcracy, school
attendance, cducational achievement,
infant and child mortality, fertility,
housc ownership, type of housc,
sourcces of waltcr, waste disposal and
home industrics. ‘These variables
were further subdivided: for instance,
walcr by source, cte.  Total numbers
and percentages were calculated for
cach variable and its respective sub-
divisions. This information, aggre-
gated and summarized by cantones,
is now in a flexible form and can
casily be uscd in preparing subfiles
at the municipal level, or it can be
ageregated according to various other
criteria. such as the arcas covered by
health posts, agricultural extension
agencics, or interpreted as national
averages or percentages. [t can also
be used to provide characteristics of
cantones with parti¢ular features such
as a high level of unemployment, a
low level of schooling. cte.

FI1E1 D SURVEYS

Any information considered cssential
for the project. but not available

TABLE 2. Poput ATION/RFGION ( LASSIFICATION

Region Subregion
Urban Urban?
Coflec Weslern
Central
Eastern
Toral

Central
Constal

Intensive agricultural exploita-
tion

Torat.

M.arginal agricultura! exnloita-

tion Central

Coastal

TotaAL

Northzrn

Arca PPopulation Density
I Km® Pop.[km?
1 154 590 -

1 437 04679 212
6R1 124 05 182
408 104 975 257

2 526 533719 211
337 137903 409

3 A0S 497 905 138

3942 635 ROR 161

6 560 745 38R 114

4474 719 077 6l

1531 436 798 124

14 565 1901 263 130

1 All cantones and municipal capitals with a population of 10000 inhabitants or more.



from cxisting studies, was gathered
through field surveys. Three types
of studics were conducted: cvalua-
tion of nutritional  status,  socio-
cconomic evaluation of families, and
cthnographic  descriptive studics of
community life.

Evaluation of nutritional status

The purposc of this part of the re-
scarch was to asscss the nutritional
status of infants and preschool
children.  This was necessary Lo
identify and cstablish the extent of
potentially important dillerences in
nutritional status between  regions,
and between categories of population
within cach region. A samplc of
6 409 children of both sexes, aged 6
to 59 months, was taken from J48
communitics distributed among all
regions. Mecasurcments of weight,
height and arm circumference were
obtained by means of houschold vis-
its. The urban sample included only
children living in the slums of San
Salvador. Anthropometric measure-
ments were also collected from a
national sample of 787 children aged
6 to 59 months included in a national
survey on vitamin A status conducted
by another INCAP group in 1976.
This information was then compared
with standards for normal children
in developed countrics, and the re-
sults were analysed at the national,
regional and, in somc cascs, subre-
gional level.

Saocio-economic evaluation of family
units

Socio-ecconomic data on family com-
position, occupalion, cducation, mi-
gration, various indicators of wealth
and income, and agricultural produc-
tion were collected from (wo groups
of the population to identify the
family characleristics associated with
malnutrition in cach region, related
factors common to all regions, and
to provide quantitative support 1o
the descriptive community studics. A
total of 625 “low-risk/well-nourished™
familics and 625 “high-risk/malnour-
ished™ families (having at least onc
child under 75 percent adequacy of
weight for age) were selected from
the nutritional status survey in the
four regions for comparison purposes.

Descriptive studies on convmuniry life

The rationale for these studies was to
obtain a better understanding of the
complex interrelationships  belween
social, cultural and economic factors,
and those processes related to nutri-
tion and hcalth.

Four communitics, each considered
to be representative of once of the re-
gions. were sclected based on demo-
graphic. gcographic and cconomic
critcria. The cthnographers lived in
cach community for six to cight
weceks practising the classical methods
of anthropological rescarch - par-
ticipanl obscrvation and open ine
terviews. Data were gathered ace
cording to a ficld guide especially
designed for this study after consulta-
tion with the advisory commitice.
Subsequently other communitics in
the same region were visiled in order
to assess the gencral applicability of
the obscrvations. Finally, ficld notes
were organized, analysed, interpreted
and presented in scparate reports ac-
REPORTS ON COMAUNITY

Taste 3. TILE

SUBSISTENCE PATIERNS

~— Fconomic activities and land tenure
practices

- Community economics and scrvices

-— Household economics

Foon AND NUTRITION

—- Food procescng and storage

~= Diect and eating habits

—- Infants’ and children's diets

— Beliefs and attitudes related to fool

HEAI 111 AND HYGIENE

— FEnvironmental sanitation

—- Pcrsonal hygiene of mother and chil-
dren

- Use of available medical facilities
- - Associated belicls and practices

CInntn BEARING AND ( MILD REARING

= Male-female relations and  reproduc-
tion

= Pregnancy and child bearing
--- Child-rearing practices

COMMUNICATION, EDUCATION, CHANGE AND
INNOVATION

— Communication
~= Change and innovation
- - Fducation and related opportunitics

cording to the subhcading listed in
Table 3.

DATA ANALYSIS

The process of data analysis was
aimed mainly at answering the qucs-
tions listed in Table 1. The first two,
on regional differences and nutritional
status, utilized the anthropometric
and 1976 population census data.
Charactcrization of the regions in
socio-cconomic terms  was  based
mainly on the information at the
antéon and/or municipal  level,
through the rcanalysis of the pop-
ulation, housing and agricultural cen-
suses of 1971,

Information on  the nutritional
status of children from diflerent fam-
ily catcgories (questions 3, 4 and §)
was basced on data obtained from the
sacio-cconomic and anthropometric
surveys. The nutritional status of
children from different types of fam-
tlics was cstimated, and the total size
of these catcgorics quantified using
the population censuses of 1971 and
1976.

The issues dealing with the type,
relevance and costs of nutritional in-
terventions (questions 6, 7 and 8)
rcquired the integration of all data
collected.  For example, the data
allowed an analysis of the cifect and
response of specific subgroups or
populations in a given rcgion, e.g.,
the response of landless farmers in
the subsistence region o programmes
of increased land availability and
production. minimum salaries, health
scrvices. cducation, and community
oganization.

Finally, in rclation to nutritional
surveillance (question 9), the regional
anthropometric studics developed as
a requirement of this project were
uscful in validating the nutritional
data on children gathered in health
posts by government officials.  This
information. routinely collected by
the health services, consists of a hasic
medical diagnosis of malnutrition and
information on weight, as recorded
at the first annual visit to the clinic,
in sclected areas. of all children under
five ycars of age. As a result of this
validation of health-post data, the
government, using its own informa-
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tion system, began implementing a
nutrition monitoring surveillance pro-
gramme in 1977.  Other indicators,
once relined and validated, will no
doubt be incorporated in future years,

Future improvements

Although many uscful lessons were
lcarned from this first attempt to
develop a methodology, a critical re-
vicw of the work in El Salvador
identifies aspects that nced improve.-
ment in the futurc claboration of
functional classification.  Three ol
these are discussed below.,

ORGANIZATIONAL PROCEDURES

The study showed that community
studies and family profiles could be
carricd out in a period of about 10
to 12 weeks, depending on the size
and diversity of the community and
the specific nature of the problem,
Ideally, the human resource inputs
should be trained anthropologists.
However, if an appropriate and de-
tailed ficld guide-line is available,
maturc personnel with sound founda-
tions in the social sciences will suflice.
Furthermore, ficld work of this naturc
should be preceded by an exhaustive
review of the literature, both with
respect to nutritional problems and
to the general cultural environment
where the rescarch is to take place.
It is also cspecially important that
this typc of rescarch be carclully
supcrvised by professionals  with
training in social or cultural an-
thropology. and that atl members of
the team are aware of the purpose of
the functional classification approach.

TYPES OF DATA TO BE COLLECTLD

The most cfficicnt stratcgy to be usced
in this type of project is clearly that
of anthropometric studics. However,
thc sample size in the regions was
larger than nccessary.  Information
on 700 to 800 children. derived from
20 to 25 sites chosen randomly in
cach region, would have provided
rchiable information on the extent of
malnourished children in distinet re-
gions. Although dcsirable, dala re-
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Filgure 2. Suggested sequence of steps in the elaboration of funclional classification

garding other nutritional deficiencics
in groups other than children (e.g.,
iron-deficicncy anacmia in pregnant
women) would have increased the
cost considerably.

The role of the socio-economic
survey at family level is of key im-
portance for the whole exercise, and
a detailed definition of variables to
be used should be decided upon and
defined early in the project.  All
familiecs chosen for anthropometric
studics should be included in the
socio-cconomic survey, since in coun-
tries where census data are not avail-
ablc or arc unreliable, the represen-
tativeness of the socio-cconomic data
is of crucial importance for the
projcct.

Descriptive studics of community
life have proved to be useful tools to
diffcrentiate problems in distinct re-
gions and to identify relevant mea-
surcs (o reduce them.

Obscrvational studies of (ypical
family profiles. not included in this
study, along with community descrip-
tions. would have provided further
insights into the nature of the prob.-

lem. These will be useful in future
to improve the identification process
of relevant measures for specific sets
of familics as well as the potential
response (o interventions.  In fact,
family profiles arc essential in a func-
tional classification approach since,
in conjunction with the community
descriptions, they help to answer
questions of the following nature:

— In what ways does the family
financial situation neced to be
changed to reduce substantially
its risk of malnutrition?

— In what manncr might the food
habits of a family be changed in
order to reduce its risk of mal-
nutrition?

-— What forms of social action might
achicve the nccessary changes?

— To what extent might the overall
problem be solved in this way?

SEQUENCE OF OPERATIONS

Each stage must, in such a compli-
cated scrics of studies, be carcfully
planned and phased, and activities



periodically evalvated.  An idealized
scquence of steps toward claborating
a functional classification is graphi-
cally summarized in Figure 2.

Although a functional classilica-
tion can he used to motivate politi-
cians to allocate resources. it should
be preceded by political decisions
and resource allocations to combat
malnutrition. If this is not the casc,
claboration of the classification may
simply cnd up as an academic cxer-
cisc.

The sccond step is to establish a
group to be directly in charge of the
project.  Idcally, this should include
thosc who will cventually make use
of the information gencrated.

The third step consists of an cx-
tensive review of the cxisting data
rclevant to food and nutrition plan-
ning, as well as information on the
geographic, demographic. social, cco-
nomic, agricultural and other charac-
teristics of the country. Decisions
should bec made in the carly stages
of the project regarding the desirable
level of disaggregation of the data for
operational purposcs. Data files at
the chosen level should be cstablished
immediatcly.

The fourth step, critical to the
whole process, consists of a serics of
visits throughout the country to ob-
tain an intuitive understanding of the
naturc of the problem. Such visits
should include informal conversa-
tions with a cross-section of local
residents regarding what problems
they perccive as the most pressing.
Also valuable is direct obscrvation

of activities rclated to food produc- -

tion. processing and preparation.

These visits are of great help in the
preparation of data-collection hard-
warc and in anticipating potential
problems in sampling procedurcs.

The fifth step is to divide the coun-
try inlo suilablc regions. The group
should review thc pros and cons of
using existing regional divisions of
the country or of defining ncw oncs.
Whatever the final decision. admin-
istrative boundaries for cach region
should be explicitly defincd.

The sixth step is the characteriza-
tion of rcgions and subregions in
gencral socio-economic tecrms.  This
should be done on the basis of all

the information vollected by the proj-
cct hitherto, plus census  malerial.
It is cssential at this point to discuss
the census data liles with statisticians
and compuler programmers, since ag-
gregating or disaggregating the data,
and their transfer to a different com.
puter system, for cxample, and sub-
scquent analysis can be extremely ex-
pensive.  Such discussions should cn-
surc that thc rcsulting data file is
flexible cnough for various sub-
sequent analyses. A check on the
homogencity of the regions by socio-
cconomic variables may lcad to a
rcassessment of the initial regional
brcakdown. Mapping of thesc vari-
ables will indicate the adequacy of
the initial regional division.

Thus. the rcgions with population
data will serve as sample frames for
the cvaluation of nutritional status,
socio-cconomic characteristics ol the
familics, descriptive studics and any
other rclevant information to be col-
lected.

Once samplc framcs are dcfined,
onc can procced to the seventh
step. that of nutritional and socio-
cconomic cvaluations. The cthnogra-
phers should join the anthropometry
ficld tcams visiting the communitics
to begin identifying, in regions and

Types of data
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3. Community descriptions
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1. Descriptive studies on commu-
nity life and typical profiles

3. Census information

country -

2. Socio-economic survey -

2. Population census -

2. Socio-economic surveys -

subregions, the communities  that
fultil the requirements for the ¢
scriptive studics on community | fe
and family profiles. These visits will
also provide an excellent opporfunity
for cthnographers to obfain general
information on the regions as a
whole, and initiatc the collection of
noles on communily life.

As the cighth step. it is desirable
that, before starting descriptive stud-
ies at community level, a first at-
tcmpt be made to analyse the data.
Categorics of population by rcgion.
their size. prevalence of malnutrition
and health problems. associated fac-
{fors, clc.. should begin to be iden-
lificd. This will orient the sclecticn
of (yvpes of Tamitics to be included in
profile studics. and focus the latter
on specilic problems of distinet cate-
gorics of population. Howcver, the
cthnographer should be carcful not
to allow these preliminary analyses
to influcnce or bias his abservations,

Community description and the
family profiles follow as thc ninth
step,

The tenth step consists of classify--
ing categories of population by re-
gions and subregions, cstimaling
their size, and identifying and cval-
ualing possible programmes.

Steps

Regional division of the
country

General characteristics of the
regions

Definition of cateqorins of the
population, and their sirn

W e ——— - - L o oo

Dl e I TR R e el ————

Identilication and selection of
programmes for potential ben-
eficiaries

Figure 3. Types of data for different steps of Functional classification approaches
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Finally, the sclected interventions
can be integrated in an overall plan
for “lfood and nutrition™, “reduction
of poverty™, “improvement of living
conditions™, *“rural development™ or
any other desirable title,

The potential contribution of the
different data sources in the integra-
tion cxercise is illustrated, as an
example, in Figure 3.

Conclusion

The EI Salvador study confirms the
authors® initial concern about the
inherent difficultics involved in iden-
tifying categories of deprived groups
in a population. Nevertheless, based
on this study and other work by Val-
verde et al. (1977) and Rawson and
Valverde (1976). they believe that
methodological problems in adopting
a functional classification approach
can be overcome.

The claboration of a functional
classification cnables the causality of
malnutrition to be better understood.
However, it docs not necessarily iden-
tify new and miraculous programmes
differing mafcrially from thosc usu-
ally implemented in developing coun-
trics. Ncw dcfinitive or packaged
answers should not therefore be ex-
pected from this approach.  There
will always be a need for continuous
review of results and discussions with
planncrs and administrators.

A functional classification approach
is not only valuable becausc of the
type of information it provides for
programme design, but also because
during its claboration it raiscs fun-
damental questions on the develop-
ment process of the country. 1t also
shows how programmes not primarily
conccived to reduce malnutrition can
play an important role in nutrition
improvement. A review of pro-
grammes in the light of a functional
classilication and the final sclection
of the best alternatives can be cx-
pected to lead to the appraisal of
the political and cconomic feasibility
of proposcd mcasures.

The activitics carried out in El Sal-
vador cost approximately US$100 000.
The costs of a new excercise in an-
other country of similar size could
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be signilicantly reduced.  The cost
of activitics, beyond this first phase,
cannot be estimated at present. Ob-
viously, the cost and outputs will
need 1o be compared with traditional
methads of evaluating nutrition sla-
tus in order to determine the real
viallue of functional elassification.
The El Salvador expericnee also
shows that ¢hc marginal cxtra cost
of studying the total framework, in-
stcad of focusing the cffort of data
collection on critical categorics of
malnourished familics, is small com-
parcd with the total cost of sctting

Village road-making in El Salvador
A rural development intervention

up the cvaluation machinery. Fur-
thermore, if a scrious atlempt s
made to clearly define the nutrition
problem, then the process of claborat-
ing a functional classification should
be considered as a permancent on-
going process and not as a once-and-
for-all venture.

The major findings of this Project
have been communicated to the Gov-
crnment of El Salvador. At the
present time, the Ministry of Planning
is dcfining the National Food and
Nutritional Policy for the country.
Based on the national policy, the
specific activities to be included in
the Food and Nutrition Plan will be

defined.  The data from the Project
are heing utilized by the Ministry of
Planning to determine the type and
geographical location of programmes
to be undertaken.
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