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Abstract 
There has been a growing number of nutrition data visualization tools 
(DVTs) to monitor progress towards targets and encourage action. 
However, there are few documented examples of how to go about 
designing effective DVTs for nutrition-related audiences. In this Open 
Letter, we summarize reflections from collaborative efforts between 
the Nigeria Governors’ Forum (NGF) and the Data for Decisions to 
Expand Nutrition Transformation project (DataDENT) in 2019-2021 to 
design a sub-national nutrition scorecard that aims to hold Nigeria’s 
36 Governors accountable to nutrition commitments. Our reflections 
add to an emerging body of work advocating for DVT design 
processes to develop a specific theory of change for how the DVT will 
influence target groups and achieve aims. Once the target audience is 
identified, it is important to create a strong engagement strategy to 
ensure that the DVT promotes constructive action. We also highlight 
the importance of identifying actionable indicators through 
participatory processes. We hope that these insights about 
collaborative DVT design can be applied by countries and institutions 
who want to develop similar tools to advance the nutrition agenda in 
their context.
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Introduction
The 2014 Global Nutrition Report made a strong call for a 
nutrition data revolution so that governments can better uti-
lize data to set their agenda, monitor progress, and ensure 
accountability for nutrition programs. This requires strengthen-
ing all links of the nutrition data value chain (DVC), including 
development of effective approaches for analysis and trans-
lation of key data for use by decision makers (Figure 1)1. In  
the last few years, the nutrition community has seen a pro-
liferation of data visualization tools (DVTs) targeting audi-
ences at global2 and national levels3,4. However, many of these 
tools have not been designed with a clear user audience in mind 
nor an understanding of how the tool will be practically used as 
part of decision-making processes. There are few documented 
examples of how to go about designing effective DVTs for  
nutrition-related audiences.

In this article, we summarize reflections from collaborative 
efforts between the Nigeria Governors’ Forum (NGF) and the 
Data for Decisions to Expand Nutrition Transformation project 
(DataDENT) in 2019–2021 to design a sub-national nutrition 
scorecard that aims to hold Nigeria’s 36 Governors account-
able to nutrition commitments. We first outline the purpose  
of the tool, then briefly describe the process we followed to 
develop it, and finally share reflections from the design proc-
ess (summarized in Box 1). Our aim is to share insights about 
collaborative DVT design that can be applied by countries  
and institutions who want to develop similar tools to advance  
the nutrition agenda in their context.

 ���� ���Box 1. Key reflections

1.  �Start with a clear theory of change including an explicit 
understanding of who the target user group is and how 
the tool will influence their actions,

2.  �The purpose and audience dictate key features of the 
data visualization tool (DVT),

3.  �Directly engage target users in selecting or “co-creating” 
indicators as the process of indicator specification itself 
can influence policy design and implementation,

4.  �Select indicators that reflect progress in both the 
presence and quality dimensions of the commitments,

5.  �Consider both interim and aspirational indicators, 
when desired data are not available at design stage but 
feasible to collect over time, 

6.  �Employ strategies to ensure data quality and build data 
ownership,

7.  �Ensure visualization features respond to the target 
audiences’ needs.

8.  �Create a strong engagement strategy with the target 
audience to ensure that the DVT promotes constructive 
action.

Purpose of NGF’s Nutrition Scorecard
Improved nutrition is a key ingredient for the development of 
Nigeria’s rich human capital potential. Improvements in mater-
nal and early childhood nutrition could yield $10 in eco-
nomic returns for evey dollar invested through improved  

Figure 1. Nutrition data value chain. Adapted from Piwoz et al., 20195.
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productivity and reduced healthcare costs over the lifespan6.  
Nigeria is projected to have the world’s second largest work-
ing age population at the end of this century7. However, at 
present, Nigeria has the second highest burden of stunted  
children in the world; nearly half of all deaths in Nige-
rian children under 5 years can be attributed to malnutrition8.  
Nigeria’s 36 state Governors are well-positioned to advance 
the nutrition agenda by authorizing and supporting increased 
nutrition investment and providing oversight to nutrition activi-
ties. However, the Governors are faced with many compet-
ing priorities and demands for the available resources within 
their scope of influence. It is in this regard that the NGF  
Nutrition Scorecard was developed as an advocacy, account-
ability and monitoring tool for the nutrition commitments  
targeted towards achieving better nutrition outcomes. Launched 
in 2021, the scorecard is expected to be shared with the  
Governors at least semi-annually.

The Nigeria Governors’ Forum (NGF) is the non-partisan asso-
ciation of the 36 elected state Governors of Nigeria. Policy 
advisors who staff the NGF Secretariat provide administra-
tive and technical support aligned with the forum’s vision to 
promote good governance and sustainable development. The 
NGF has a strong track record of using data to support deci-
sion-making and advocacy among Nigeria’s Governors. For 
instance, starting in 2009, the NGF designed and implemented  
state level scorecards to engage Governors around polio eradi-
cation efforts and to promote the establishment of state- 
supported health insurance schemes and release of basic health  
care provision funds9. Given its successes deploying score-
cards to promote Governors’ engagement on other issues, the 
NGF Secretariat decided to develop a similar tool for nutri-
tion. The vision was for the scorecard to serve as an advocacy 
tool that will facilitate political commitment and invest-
ment in nutrition, promote Governor-level accountability and  
ultimately lead to improved nutrition outcomes across the states. 

DataDENT, an initiative funded by the Bill & Melinda Gates 
Foundation and focused on strengthening global and national 
DVC for nutrition, partnered with the NGF for the scorecard 
design process, building from experience landscaping users 
and producers of nutrition DVTs reaching global and Indian  
audiences, respectively2,10.

Process for Nutrition Scorecard development
In Figure 2, we briefly describe the five key phases of the  
scorecard development process.

The first phase (Sep 2019 - Oct 2019) focused on conceptu-
alization where the design teama, led by the health team of the 
NGF Secretariat, agreed on the overall theory of change for the 
nutrition scorecard. To support these efforts, the team system-
atically identified and actively engaged state and federal levels 
stakeholders who are key players positioned to drive state- 
level nutrition action. These included:

•    �Governors and deputy Governors: The design team engaged 
specific Governors who were known to champion nutri-
tion and sought feedback from them about their experience  
with NGF scorecards on other thematic areas. Engaging 
early on with members of the primary user group helped  
give the project traction. 

•    �Federal and state-level multi-sector nutrition coordina-
tion bodies: In Nigeria, the National and State Committees 
on Food and Nutrition (SCFN) established by the Nigeria’s 
National Policy on Food and Nutrition, as well as the  
Federal Ministry of Finance, Budget, and National Planning 

Figure 2. Nutrition Scorecard development process. SCFN=State Committees on Food and Nutrition; DHIS-2=District Health  
Information System 2.

aThe scorecard design team was led by the health team at the NGF Secretariat and 
supported by the DataDENT project

Page 4 of 13

Gates Open Research 2021, 5:98 Last updated: 22 NOV 2021

http://ngf.org.ng/
http://www.datadent.org/


are the primary stakeholders who coordinate cross-sector  
nutrition implementation in their jurisdictions.

•    �Development partners: Through the Nigeria Nutrition 
Partners Forum, the design team engaged leading devel-
opment partners working in nutrition including UNICEF, 
Alive & Thrive, Save the Children, World Bank Acceler-
ating Nutrition Results in Nigeria (ANRiN) project, and  
Civil Society – Scaling Up Nutrition in Nigeria (CS-SUNN). 
The early involvement of these influential stakeholders 
helped steady the project course and provided a broad range 
of technical resources available to the team during indicator  
development.

The second phase (Nov 2019 - Feb 2020) focused on devel-
opment of key scorecard components including indicators 
for the core nutrition commitments that the NGF had already 
identified as most directly shaping the enabling environment 
for nutrition in Nigeria (Figure 3). The design team especially 
consulted Nigeria-based stakeholders (i.e., both state repre-
sentatives and development partners) to unpack key challenges 
that states were facing in making progress on the four com-
mitment areas that could be converted into indicators for  
inclusion in the scorecard. The team considered indicators that 
were meaningful, easily understood, time-bound, measurable,  
and regularly available.

The third phase (end of Feb 2020 - Apr 2020) focused on 
refinement of the scorecard components. A key activity was 
a participatory workshop with 30 federal and state-level gov-
ernment stakeholders and development partners. The work-
shop aims included 1) to present a revised draft of scorecard 
indicators based on earlier series of bilateral meetings with  
stakeholders, 2) to validate the draft indicators and arrive 
at a final set of indicators for the scorecard, 3) to familiar-
ize a wider net of state actors with content of the scorecard for  
better ownership and seamless data sourcing/refreshing once 
the scorecard is launched, and 4) to identify additional uses 
for the scorecard. Post workshop, the design team revised  
indicators and followed up with select participants to ensure 
the revisions reflected the workshop inputs. Table 1 includes 

the final list of indicators included in scorecard’s first round of  
data collection.

The fourth phase (May 2020 - October 2020) focused on col-
lecting and validating state-level data to populate the score-
card. The SCFN were identified as the most appropriate source 
for reporting on the scorecard indicators. The design team 
adapted to the coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic  
lockdowns and conducted a virtual workshop with the chair-
persons and secretaries of the SCFN. Aims included 1) under-
standing the challenges and opportunities that the SCFN Chairs 
foresee with establishing a functional SCFN in their respective 
states and solicit suggestions in response to these challenges; 
2) creating a framework for how SCFN develop their annual 
workplans; and 3) familiarizing and generating buy-in for the 
NGF nutrition scorecard and to capture inputs on the scorecard  
data collection instrument. All 36 states submitted some 
data within five weeks of the workshop. The design team 
reviewed submissions and engaged each SCFN to validate 
results and follow-up on missing data. Prior to the presenta-
tion to the Governors, the design team also conducted a 1.5 hour  
virtual meeting with all state representatives and partners to 
1) provide an overview of the findings and key takeaways 
from the first round of data population of the scorecard for 
feedback, and 2) explain how the NGF Secretariat intends to  
use the scorecard with the Governors and their teams.

The fifth and final phase (end of October 2020 – April 2021) 
focused on designing outcome indicators and launching 
the scorecard. The NGF sought to include a nutrition cover-
age or outcome indicator on the scorecard, in addition to the 
enabling environment indicators, to sensitize Governors to the 
nutrition situation in their respective states and motivate action. 
The Secretariat is rightly committed to using administrative 
data from the District Health Information System 2 (DHIS-2) 
to populate this indicator on the scorecard, given that it is  
updated more frequently than survey estimates and use of 
this data is necessary to prompt improvements in data quality.  
After a review of available indicators and data quality con-
straints, which included consultations with nutrition measure-
ment experts and the DHIS-2 team in Nigeria, the design team 

Figure 3. Nigeria Governors’ Forum commitments in nutrition.
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selected severe acute malnutrition (SAM) treatment coverage 
as the nutrition coverage indicator to include on the scorecard  
(Table 2). 

The scorecard was presented to the Governors at the meet-
ing of the NGF in April 2021. The Governors acknowledged 
the importance of nutrition and the need to urgently address 
poor nutrition outcomes in the country. They agreed to follow 
up with their respective Commissioners of Health to galva-
nize appropriate actions to address identified gaps. Highlights 
of the scorecard were also shared with the Vice President of 
the Federal Republic of Nigeria, who serves as the chairman 
of the National Council on Nutrition. The NGF will continue to 
update the scorecard quarterly and present it to the Governors  
every six months.

Key reflections
In the following section, we present key reflections based on  
the design process described above.

Start with a clear theory of change including an explicit 
understanding of who the target user group is and how 
the tool will influence their actions
The “build-it-and-they-will-come” approach is insufficient. 
To ensure the use of data for decision-making, DVTs need  
an intentional theory of change about a) the target audience, 
b) clear decisions or behavior that the DVT is trying to influ-
ence, and c) a pathway of how the data/actions lead to change. 
Given this learning from the team’s landscape review of global 
nutrition DVTs2, the design team had several rounds of dis-
cussions to specify the primary scorecard users: the Gover-
nors and their support staff at the onset of phase I. The team  
envisioned that the Governors would review the updated  
scorecard during a brief slot in the regular NGF quarterly meet-
ing agenda. The guiding theory of change was that by com-
paring progress across states, the scorecard would motivate 
the Governors to maintain a good ranking by taking actions  
towards the commitments.

The purpose and audience dictate key features of the 
DVT
For the NGF use case, the purpose and audience dictated two 
key choices: the type of DVT and the types of indicators. The 
design team chose a scorecard over other types of DVTs (e.g. 
dashboard; profile) because it was familiar to the Governors 
and would best facilitate cross-state comparisons of perform-
ance. The design team kept the scorecard focused on the four 
commitments that the Governors have the power to influence 
and that also have a conceptual linkage to improved nutri-
tion outcomes. The commitments are focused on creating  
“enabling environments” for other stakeholders to implement 

effective nutrition programs. In turn, the indicators tracked 
under each commitment were selected to be “actionable” 
by the Governors. Rather than tracking quarterly changes in  
implementation inputs or coverage of specific nutrition inter-
ventions (which would be actionable indicators for other  
implementation-focused audiences), the indicators for the  
NGF audience are tied to policy, coordination, and budget.

Directly engage target users in selecting or  
“co-creating” indicators as the process of indicator 
specification itself can influence policy design and 
implementation
The choice of indicators plays a powerful role in determin-
ing how people conceptualize a policy or program, what gets 
assessed, and consequently elevated for attention11. While the 
commitment areas had been identified before DVT design phase 
I, the indicators to monitor those commitments had not. By 
engaging state-level representatives and development partners 
in indicator selection discussions, current barriers to progress 
on these commitments were identified. For example, discussion  
of the proposed indicator for “quarterly meetings of the 
SCFN with the Chairperson in attendance” revealed that  
these meetings were not happening and needed Governor 
attention. In addition, as indicators can influence user pri-
orities, it was important to engage other coalitions involved  
with related issues to ensure the DVT indicators comple-
ment rather than compete with their ongoing efforts. Here, it  
is important to note that, in the case of the NGF Nutrition 
Scorecard, the design team developed unique fit-to-purpose  
indicator definitions, but it is preferable, whenever feasible, to 
align DVT indicators with established national and/or global  
standard definitions. 

Select indicators that reflect progress in both the 
presence and quality dimensions of the commitments
Indicators can measure whether a critical component of the  
enabling environment exists, (e.g. whether a multi stakeholder  
platform exists; whether a legislation has been passed) without 
reflecting the quality or effectiveness of their implementation. 
Such indicators provide policymakers and advocates with 
limited information and, in some cases, a false notion that 
progress is being made12. For this reason, the design team 
selected indicators that reflected progress in both the presence  
and quality dimensions of commitments. For example, states 
progress on the state level multisectoral nutrition plan com-
mitment required that the plans were both multisectoral (i.e. 
included the participation of at least two nutrition related  
government ministries and agencies) and costed. An indicator 
under the SCFN commitment specified the quarterly release 
of at least 75% of necessary funding for the SCFN workplan 
because state-level stakeholders identified lack of funding as  
a key barrier to SCFN functioning. 

Table 2. Coverage Indicator Included on the Nigeria Governors’ Forum Nutrition 
Scorecard. SAM=severe acute malnutrition; U5=under 5 years.

Indicator Definition Source Threshold

U5 SAM Coverage % of children under five with 
SAM placed on treatment

District Health Information 
System 2 ( Jan-Mar 2020) 75%
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Consider both interim and aspirational indicators, 
when desired data are not available at design stage but 
feasible to collect over time
There was no existing system to collect data for the proposed 
indicators for the four commitments, but it was feasible for 
the SCFN, with some initial support, to start to report on three 
of them. However, in the case of the nutrition spending com-
mitment, most states did not have nutrition budget lines at the 
time of scorecard launch that could facilitate reporting. Many 
states did not even have costed multisectoral plans that identify 
which programs were relevant to track for nutrition spending.  
Therefore, for this commitment, the design team identified 
an interim indicator which assessed whether states had taken 
the first step of identifying which programs to track for nutri-
tion spending. The design team then began engaging state 
actors and partners regarding how to develop the necessary  
state-level finance tracking systems to collect data on pos-
sible aspirational indicators (i.e. total nutrition spending per 
child under five) and drew attention to the need to collect  
this data. 

Employ strategies to ensure data quality and build data 
ownership
Since the scorecard relied on self-reported data from the SCFN, 
the design team took several measures to ensure accurate  
reporting including hosting a virtual workshop with the chair-
persons and secretaries of the SCFN to identify potential chal-
lenges with filling out the data collection questionnaire and 
ways to strengthen reporting capacity. After the workshop, the 
NGF team started a WhatsApp group with the SCFN repre-
sentatives to facilitate reporting reminders, answer questions,  
and disseminate relevant information and events. For the first 
round, the NGF team was able to solicit responses from all  
36 states within five weeks of the questionnaire being 

launched. The NGF team also asked for documentation to  
validate the SCFN self-report whenever feasible and appro-
priate (Table 1). For example, those reporting that the SCFN 
met in the last quarter (Jan - March 2020) were also asked to 
share meeting minutes to confirm who specifically attended  
the meeting (scorecard indicator required that the chairperson 
of the SCFN attend the meeting). Such validation was essen-
tial to ensure accuracy and consistency of data across states. 
The SCFN were able to review their scorecard values before the  
presentation to Governors. 

Visualization features should respond to the target 
audiences’ needs
It is important to tailor the visualization format to the needs 
of the intended audience. For the NGF Nutrition Scorecard, 
the design team gathered feedback on the Governors’ expe-
rience with other NGF scorecards. Feedback included that  
Governors do not have a lot of time to review the DVT in 
detail and prefer a simple visualization format that helps 
them assess their state’s progress over time compared to other 
states. The design team condensed the scorecard in a single  
page with fewer key indicators and, similar to earlier score-
cards, used basic red vs. green color coding to show whether 
the indicator had been achieved. In addition, the design 
team also included a coverage indicator – SAM treatment  
coverage - in the scorecard and presented survey data on stunt-
ing and exclusive breastfeeding separately so that Governors 
had an eye on the overall state of nutrition in their respective 
states while assessing their progress on the enabling environ-
ment commitments. In future quarterly updates, cells will also 
include arrows to indicate direction of progress since the last 
presentation (Figure 4). A second expanded version of the 
scorecard with the full set of indicators was developed for  
the SCFN to meet their internal tracking needs (Figure 5).

Figure 4. Final visualization format for the Nigeria Governors’ Forum nutrition scorecard. Green=State met commitment/target; 
Red=State did not meet commitment/target; MSPAN=multisectoral strategic plan of action on nutrition; DHIS-2=District Health Information 
System 2.
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Create a strong engagement strategy with the target 
audience to ensure that the DVT promotes constructive 
action
In addition to the quarterly NGF meetings, the design team 
worked closely with nutrition stakeholders to develop guide-
lines that clearly lay out the actions required at state level to 
achieve each commitment and a roster of federal and state-
level partners active in each commitment area who can pro-
vide Governors and the SCFN with technical assistance. The 
NGF Secretariat can use these resources to productively engage 
with Governors’ offices and SCFN in follow up to quarterly  
scorecard presentations. 

Discussion
To our knowledge, this is one of the first studies to share reflec-
tions stemming from the design phase of a DVT that aims to 
influence nutrition-related decision making in low- or middle- 
income countries. Our reflections add to an emerging body 
of work advocating for DVT design processes to develop a  
specific theory of change for how the DVT will influence tar-
get groups and achieve aims2,3,13. This is in contrast to the “if  

we build it, they will come” approach that is often used to  
justify DVT development. We hope it also provides practical 
insights to DVT producers about the importance of identifying  
actionable indicators through participatory processes.

The influence of the NGF nutrition scorecard is yet to be 
seen. In the next phase of work, the NGF and DataDENT 
design team will engage in rapid learning cycles to get Gov-
ernor feedback and further adapt the scorecard. We plan to 
evaluate the impact of the scorecard and share findings with  
the global community.

Data availability
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Yashodhara Rana and colleagues provide a useful overview of their experience in designing a 
scorecard targeted to Nigeria's State Governors and State Committees on Food and Nutrition. 
They describe the purpose of the scorecard, the underlying theory of change informing its design, 
and the steps taken in the design process. The article ends with a list of reflections on their 
learning through the process, providing helpful guidance to those who may want to replicate such 
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Based on recent reviews of country experiences with nutrition technical assistance (see references 
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stakeholders in monitoring progress for nutrition. It is commendable that the process described 
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assistance are expected to be important for building state-level capacity and supporting the 
system changes needed. 
 
References 
1. Measuring Progress: Summary of Progress Assessments of Eight Technical Assistance 
Assignments from 2017-2019 by NTEAM’s TAN Project. Nutrition International. 2020. Reference 
Source  
2. Siekmans K: External Progress Assessment of Technical Assistance Delivered under Nutrition 
International’s TAN Project. Nutrition International. 2021. Reference Source  
3. Providing technical assistance for SUN countries: Documenting the added value of Nutrition 
International and MQSUN technical assistance for Nutrition in eight SUN countries. ENN. 2020. 

Gates Open Research

 
Page 11 of 13

Gates Open Research 2021, 5:98 Last updated: 22 NOV 2021

https://doi.org/10.21956/gatesopenres.14562.r31300
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-3116-2278
https://www.nutritionintl.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/MEASUR1-1.pdf
https://www.nutritionintl.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/MEASUR1-1.pdf
https://www.nutritionintl.org/learning-resource/external-progress-assessment-technical-assistance-delivered-nutrition-internationals-tan-project/


Reference Source  
4. 2021: Designing Effective Multisectoral Nutrition Collaboration: Insights and Lessons Learned 
from the National Information Platforms for Nutrition International Partnerships. National 
Information Platforms for Nutrition. Reference Source  
5. Effectiveness of Technical Assistance: Synthesis Report on Key Findings from Six Case Studies on 
the Effectiveness of Technical Assistance Provided by the TAN MQSUN Facility 2017-2020. TASC. 
2021.  
 
Is the rationale for the Open Letter provided in sufficient detail?
Yes

Does the article adequately reference differing views and opinions?
Yes

Are all factual statements correct, and are statements and arguments made adequately 
supported by citations?
Yes

Is the Open Letter written in accessible language?
Yes

Where applicable, are recommendations and next steps explained clearly for others to 
follow?
Yes

Competing Interests: No competing interests were disclosed.

Reviewer Expertise: nutrition programme monitoring and evaluation, information systems for 
nutrition, enabling environment for nutrition, nutrition technical assistance

I confirm that I have read this submission and believe that I have an appropriate level of 
expertise to confirm that it is of an acceptable scientific standard.

Reviewer Report 19 July 2021

https://doi.org/10.21956/gatesopenres.14562.r30870

© 2021 Renshaw M. This is an open access peer review report distributed under the terms of the Creative 
Commons Attribution License, which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, 
provided the original work is properly cited.

Melanie Renshaw  
African Leaders Malaria Alliance (ALMA), Nairobi, Kenya 

The report is clear and well written. I agree with the need for simplicity but would include a 
'yellow' for some progress to encourage the decision makers that there has been progress. It is 

Gates Open Research

 
Page 12 of 13

Gates Open Research 2021, 5:98 Last updated: 22 NOV 2021

https://mqsunplus.path.org/resources/providing-technical-assistance-for-sun-countries-documenting-the-added-value-of-nutrition-international-and-mqsun-technical-assistance-for-nutrition-in-eight-sun-countries/
https://www.nipn-nutrition-platforms.org/IMG/pdf/nipn_lessons_learnt_-_web.pdf
https://doi.org/10.21956/gatesopenres.14562.r30870
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


not clear how actions will be captured and progress against the actions tracked, so perhaps more 
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allow automatic data population over time.
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