
. 
Mr. Edward J. Nekman, Administrator 
Food and Nutrition Service 
Department of Agriculture 

Dear Mr. Hekman: 

As part of our responsibility as set forth in Public Law 92-433 
to evaluate and report on the Special Supplemental Food Program, we 
have engaged several consultants to assist us in monitoring the Food 
and Nutrition Service’s CFNSI evaluation of the medical benefits of 
the program. Qn December 17 and 18, 1973, we met with our consultants 
to obtain their views on the evaluation design proposed by the 
University of North Carolina under contract to FNS. 

Members of your staff involved with this evaluation attende’d a 
portion of the December meeting and have since been advised of all of 
the major concerns raised by our consultants. We have also received 
some informal reaction to these concerns, but at this time would 
appreciate receiving the agencyls formal comments on the issues raised. 

As a result of the discussion at our December meeting, we are 
concerned that the evaluation will not meet the congressional intent 
of providing sufficient conclusive data on which to base recommenda- 
tions regarding continuation of th’e program. 

Our consultants pointed out several obstacles to successful 
completion of th’e proposed evaluation. Some of these obstacles are 
inherent’to the type of broadscale evaluation envisioned by the 
legislation end our consultants do not believe it is possible to 
overcome them. They must, then, be recognized as major limitations 
to the types of conclusions which can be drawn. These inherent 
obstacles are listed below. 

1. The lack of accepted standards by which to measure nutri- 
tional “ben’ef i t”” and the lack of conclusive data on the type and 
quant,ity,of food necessary to maintain adequate nutritional status 
or for nutritional rehabilitation. 
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2. The probability that little measurable benefit can be found 
among patients enroLled at h~ealth clinics because people with serious 
nutritional or other health problems often do not take advantage of 
available health services and programs. 

3. The problems inherent in collecting data at several widely 
dispersed sites where differences in local attitudes, motivations, 
resources, personnel and abilities can be expected to affect the 
quality of data collected. . 

4. The difficulties in determining whether or not the food was . 
eonsunmd by the intended recipient. 

With respect to the spe’cific evaluation design as described in 
the prcoposal , they noted several other factors which they believe 
place additiaslal limitations on the usefulness of the data which will 
be collected. Some of the limiting factors are basic to the evalua- 
tion design chosen (e.g. the use of cross-sectional comparisons 
instead of the use of customary control groups) and major modifica- 
tions to the design would be necessary*to overcome them. our eon- 
sultants c’onfined their suggestions for changes to areas which would 
not require modification of the basic evaluation approach, but 
emphasize’d that limitations of the chosen design must be recognized. 
These are summarized below. 

Because there is no requirement that patients enrolled in the 
program be at a specified level of “nutritional risk,” they believe 
it is probable that ‘only a portion of the sampl’e evaluated will be 
seriously malnourished. Therefore they ‘chink it likely that little 
or no benefit will be shown in the total evaluation sample, even 
thmough some subgroup of the population might have benefited from 
the program. 

’ They expressed great concern over the probability that little 
err nso benefit will be demonstrated by this evaluation, and that it 
might be erroneously concluded that there is no need for a supple- 
mental food program or that nutritious food is not important during 
pregnancy or early childhood. They dcr not believe that this kind 
of study could be a valid basis for either of these conclusions. 

They also noted that, without the use of customary controls, 
if some measurable benefits are shown, 
tion or som& ‘subgroup ther#eof J 

for either the total popula- 
neither the food nor any other single 

factor (such as emphasis pn nutrition 8educatiSon or more regular 
attendance at health clinics) eoul’d be isolated as the cause. 
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Our consult#ants felt, however, that if the cwx&uation is to be 
carried out, recognizing the above limitations, TWIXT effort should 
be made to increase the integrity and usefulness of the data obtained. 
In this regard, they had several suggestions. Since mid-December 
several changes have been made in the evaluation design which 
incorporate some of these suggesti'ons. fiowever , other concerns 
raised by them, especially those relating to training of clinic 
personnel and the need for quality control over collection of clinic 
data, have not to our knowledge been acted upon and appear to us to 
be critical to obtaining useful data. 

We would appreciate your comments on our consultants" views and 
suggestions, which are discussed in more detail in the attached 
summary, giving special consideration to those matters noted above. 
Please advise us of any aNction taken or planned relating to the 
subjects discussed in the summary, 

If further informatfon or clarification is required we will be 
available to discuss these matters with you. 

Copies of this report are also being sent to the Director, 
Office of Audit. 

Attachment 
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‘Or3 December 17 a.nsd 18, 19’73, representa ti;K!s of 

Public Ka.w 92-433 requires GAO as well a~ the Secretary of Agri- 

culture to evaauate the benefits of the nutriti.onal. assistance pro- 

vided by the program, Because it is not consiidc~rccl feasible for 

GAO to do a NclompleteLy separate evaluation of the prlogram, GAQ is 

monitoring the Department of Agriculture’s ev;r:.Luation,. 

The consuIta.nts ’ comments regarding the :~ea.sibility of the 

pLanr&l evaluation as weLE as specific commen%s and suggestions 

regarding the eva.luatiion are summarizled bcLcw. 

Participants in meetinp 111,1,“““,,“” “~l”~~l,,l,,~*,,,“,,,Y ,,,,,-. ~ ,,,,,,,, MI,,, .A 

GAO ~l-.,,,“,“l 
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Juan J. scleb Castilio, Directo:I., Food Distribution 
Division 

Harold T, kLea.n, Deputy Dirm.i:~or 
Nancy 14. ldeik., Assista.nt to tlr? Director 
Paula D. Linch, Flood DistribuIti.on DI;vision 
Fred Shank, Nutrition and Tecii,ni.‘cal Services Staff 

Kontra~cting IOfficerEs Reprrc:;cntative3 
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