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Food and Nutrition Policies and Programs under the colombian 
market’s logic 

abstract  This paper aims to understand the 
meanings of food and nutrition policies for be-
neficiary mothers and for technicians designing 
and implementing said policies. The Grounded 
Theory method was employed. The data collec-
tion techniques adopted were the semi-structured 
interview and the focus group. The participants 
were beneficiaries of food and nutrition programs, 
with a minimum two-year experience, and tech-
nicians with five-year experience in designing or 
implementing these policies and programs. Food 
and nutrition policies are conceived and managed 
under a market logic, which has required an insti-
tutional framework that adopted this commercial 
model to provide public services, which is imple-
mented in the scheme of outsourcing third par-
ties, especially private companies, who implement 
these policies to achieve financial profitability. 
The market is imposed as the benchmark for the 
State’s actions, and, therefore, the State’s action is 
limited the oversight of outsourced actions, and 
food policies become devices for the diversion of 
public resources to the private sector.
Key words  State, Food and nutrition programs 
and policies, Nutrition in public health, Food as-
sistance, Outsourced services
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introduction

According to the Food and Agriculture Organi-
zation of the United Nations (FAO), 795 million 
people globally, of which 34.3 million in Latin 
America and the Caribbean, suffered from chro-
nic hunger in the 2014-2016 period1. Hunger has 
been reduced by only 21.4%1 during the 20 years 
since the 1990-1992 base period. Colombia faces 
a great challenge because the phenomena of de-
ficits of a significant proportion of its children 
and young people remain unsolved, mainly ex-
pressed in stunting, the deficit of micronutrients 
such as iron, zinc, and vitamin A2, while the cou-
ntry is facing the phenomenon of Chronic Non-
Communicable Diseases (NCDs), which mainly 
affect the adult population3. This double burden 
of malnutrition4 occurs amid a situation of po-
verty and deep inequality in the distribution of 
wealth, which generates a social gradient that is 
expressed in inequities in nutritional status, gi-
ven that the prevalence of growth retardation of 
children under five years of age in level 1 of the 
Sisbén (System for the Identification of Poten-
tial Beneficiaries of Social Programs) was 16.8%, 
while it was 9.1%2 at level 4 or more.

In this overview, the Food and Nutrition 
Policies and Programs (PPAN) are the State’s 
response to facing the nutritional duality endu-
red by the population. However, within the fra-
mework of a neoliberal development model of 
globalization and a more significant positioning 
of the private sector and transnational corpora-
tions’ interests, these policies can legitimize a re-
sidual conception of the State and, therefore, the 
social sphere5,6.

Although hunger and food insecurity have 
gained a privileged place on the public agenda 
and, consequently, various policies have pro-
liferated to address these phenomena, the po-
pulation’s food and nutritional situation is not 
improving to the same extent. Furthermore, the 
studies that evaluate the effects of PPANs are 
predominantly quantitative7-10, concerning food 
consumption, anthropometric, and biochemical 
variables. However, little has been investigated 
about the experience of the subjects who interact 
with the PPANs. That is why this research aimed 
to understand the meanings of food and nutri-
tion policies for a group of beneficiaries and the 
technicians involved in their design and imple-
mentation.

The findings presented in this manuscript are 
nested in a framework investigation entitled “The 
meanings in the tension of food and nutrition po-

licies for a group of technical beneficiaries in two 
Municipalities of Antioquia.”11

Methods

The Grounded Theory (GT) method was used, 
based on symbolic interactionism12. Likewise, we 
accepted the constructivist approach of Charmaz 
GT, which assumes a relativistic epistemology, 
views knowledge as socially produced, recogni-
zes multiple views of both the participants and 
the researcher, and adopts a reflective position 
towards the actions and situations of its own and 
the participants, and the analytical constructions 
by us researchers. The constructivist perspective 
considers research as a process and a product, 
which develops under pre-existing conditions, 
arises from emergent situations, and is influen-
ced by the perspectives, privileges, location, inte-
raction, and geographic location of researchers13.

Charmaz defines GT as a qualitative resear-
ch method in which collection and analysis in-
form each other and shape each other through 
an emergent iterative process. The comparative 
method and the iterative process allow the re-
searcher to interact with the data and emerging 
analyses by asking analytical questions throu-
ghout the process, leading researchers to elevate 
their analyses to more abstract levels and intensi-
fy their power14.

The techniques employed in this research 
were the semi-structured interview and focus 
group. From a constructivist perspective, Gu-
ber considers that the interview “is a social rela-
tionship in such a way that the data provided by 
the respondent are the reality that he/she cons-
tructs with the respondent in the meeting15”. On 
the other hand, the group technique allows the 
expression of beliefs and attitudes underlying 
or at the base of behavior. The data regarding 
perceptions and opinions are enriched/qualified 
through group interaction since individual parti-
cipation can be enhanced or improved in a given 
group16,17.

The analysis was guided by the coding and 
categorization process, consisting of three ite-
rative moments: open coding, axial coding, and 
selective coding13,18. The Ethics Committee of the 
National School of Public Health of the Universi-
ty of Antioquia approved the study.

The topics that guided the interviews were 
the participants’ daily activities, how people feel 
and experience their assigned program, and the 
program’s opportunities to household members. 
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The categories that guided the collection of the 
information were refined with the analysis and 
theoretical sampling, and the interview guide was 
progressively adjusted in this process.

The participants were: a) beneficiary mothers 
of the PPANs of Medellín and the Municipali-
ty of Angostura, Antioquia, Colombia, whose 
children had belonged, for at least two years, 
to one of the PPANs of their locations and, b) 
professionals with at least five years of experien-
ce working as technical operators, coordinators, 
or designers of any PPAN, at the local, depart-
mental and national levels. Chart 1 describes the 
PPANs to which the study participants belonged. 
The first contacts with the beneficiaries and the 
interviewed technicians were facilitated by the 
fact that the researchers knew them previously. 
The other participants were selected using the 
snowball technique. All the participants were in-
formed in detail about the study’s objectives and 
characteristics and signed the informed consent 
form. All the interviews were recorded and later 
transcribed verbatim. Chart 2 and Table 1 show 
the participants’ sociodemographic characteris-
tics by type of interview (I: individual; G: group 
interview, initially planned as an individual but 
which in practice was developed with several 
participants and; FG: focus group).

The work of collecting, analyzing, and inter-
preting the information was carried out in two 
phases. The first phase consisted of conducting 
12 interviews; 10 were aimed at beneficiary mo-
thers and the other two at PPAN coordinators. 
The microanalysis of each transcribed interview 
was started as the information collection pro-
gressed. We performed an open coding, which 
resulted in 1,276 codes organized in an Excel file 
and classified by subject.

Fifty-four memos were built during the pro-
cess, which were essential clues for the second 
phase of fieldwork and the formulation of some 
preliminary assumptions. Categories were built 
from the grouping of codes accounting for oc-
currences, events, and actions, similar or related 
by meaning, so that the categories corresponded 
to analytical ideas that represented the phenome-
na emerging from the data13,18.

Some initial categories emerged as a result of 
this moment of analysis, and to reveal the rela-
tionships between the structure and the proces-
ses or, in other words, explain the actions and 
interactions of subjects in their daily lives with 
food and nutrition policies, a scheme called “pa-
radigmatic matrix” was built, a tool proposed by 
the GT. An example of a paradigmatic matrix 

based on an emerging phenomenon resulting 
from the analysis process is shown in Figure 1. 
The second moment of the analysis consisted 
of the refinement of the paradigmatic matrices 
through data analytical reading and rereading. 
The analysis process achieved so far has guided, 
through theoretical sampling, the staging of 13 
more interviews and a focus group. Seven of 
the interviews were directed to technicians who 
operated the policies and programs, and six to 
beneficiary mothers of three food and nutrition 
programs. Thirteen mothers participated in the 
focus group. This meeting aimed to provide fee-
dback on the findings and to hear contributions 
from the participants. A total of 3,415 codes were 
obtained as a result of the microanalysis of this 
phase, which were close to the axial coding ini-
tially made. The constant comparison method 
progressed towards selective coding, from which 
the main category and the interrelated subcate-
gories were retrieved, which are shown this work 
(Figure 2).

results

The data analysis allowed us to understand that 
PPANs are conceived and managed under a 
market logic. This phenomenon is supported by 
three interrelated subcategories: a) institutional 
framework functional to the commercial model; 
b) outsourcing of all PPANs’ phases, and; c) ope-
ration focused on financial profitability (Figure 
2).

institutionality functional 
to the commercial model

The institutional framework was molded to 
the market scheme through a network of poli-
tical, economic, and administrative conditions, 
which imposed a series of restrictions to imple-
ment the PPANs directly. The first is materialized 
in the Colombian legislation related to public 
contracting dating from 1993, which led institu-
tions to resort to intermediaries’ figure by sub-
contracting mainly private institutions as policy 
or program operators.

Another element consisted of the fact that 
the country’s main PPANs were supervised by 
some international organizations (IO), which 
had an economic background because one of the 
policies with the highest coverage in the country 
was financed through credits from international 
banks. Another example is free trade agreements. 
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Some technicians’ stories validated the idea of a 
rational individual who decides by maximizing 
his interests at the lowest price. From this pers-
pective, the policy was seen as a mechanism to 
encourage consumer freedom. Food imports’ de-
pendence was not a concern. Instead, the concern 
of not breaching trade agreements prevailed:

[...] shutting down imports would be like not 
having an adequate flow of food, and I know that 
the Government, that is, the President and other 
leaders, do not agree with these measures because 
they have already signed free trade agreements ... 
(DNP -D-23.9).

Disarticulation was another element that 
contributed to configuring a functional insti-
tutional framework for the commercial model, 
to the extent that each institution defined a po-
pulation that was the object of the PPAN and 
outsourced third parties for its implementation. 
Thus, each sector carried out a series of speci-
fic actions independently without articulating 
efforts and resources from other institutions or 
programs.

Another cause for the disarticulation was tar-
geting mechanisms, because each institution had 
its system for identifying its target population. As 

chart 1. Food and nutrition policies and programs of study participants.

Scope
Food and nutrition policies 

and programs
target population intervention type

National State Policy for the 
Comprehensive Development 
of Early Childhood: from Zero 
to Always (Law 1804 of 2016).

. Pregnant women.

. Nursing mothers.

. Children under the 
age of two.

Family Environment Modality: 
pedagogical processes of training and 
support for the family, caregivers, and 
pregnant women. The traditional Family, 
Women, and Childhood program 
-FAMI- belongs to this modality.

Children aged 2-5 
years.

Institutional Environment Modality. 
Children are assisted in nurseries called 
Integral Development Centers -CDI-. 
They receive food and pedagogical care 
from professionals. This has a daily 
duration of 5 or 8 hours.

Children aged 2-5 
years.

Community Modality: Family Welfare 
Community Homes -HCBF-. The 
children attend for eight hours a day at 
a house of a community mother, known 
as a community mother, where they 
carry out some recreational activities and 
receive food.

Families in Action (Social 
Protection Network against 
Extreme Poverty. Document 
of the National Social Policy 
Council # 102 of 2006).

Children under the age 
of six.

Economic transfer to the mother of 
the beneficiary child, conditional 
on attendance at the growth and 
development program in a health care 
institution.

Provincial 
and local

Antioquia Food and Nutritional 
Improvement Plan -MANA- 
(Ordinance # 46 of 2016 of 
the Departmental Assembly of 
Antioquia).

Children under the age 
of six.

It provides a food allowance consisting 
of fortified cookies and milk and 
also performs an anthropometric 
assessment.

Good Start Antioquia 
(Ordinance # 26 of 2015 of 
the Departmental Assembly 
of Antioquia) and Good 
Start Medellín (Agreement # 
14 of 2004 of the Council of 
Medellín).

. From pregnancy to 23 
months of age.
. From pregnancy to 
five years of age in a 
rural zone.
. From pregnancy to 
three years of age in a 
prison and penitentiary 
complex.

Family Environment Modality: 
promotes comprehensive development 
by enhancing the educational role 
of the family and caregivers. It holds 
educational group nutrition meetings, 
family counseling, anthropometric 
assessment and delivery of food 
packages.

Source: Own elaboration.
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a result, several information systems fragmented 
the population in such a way that policies sel-
dom converged in the same territory with a com-
prehensive offer to the communities.

Outsourcing in all phases of PPaNs

Consistent with the above, the way to mate-
rialize the commercial logic of PPANs was throu-
gh outsourcing, that is, the hiring of operators. 

With this mechanism, many of the State insti-
tutions were only responsible for auditing the 
operators’ actions. Under this logic, the State’s 
role in implementing the policy was limited to 
the performance of administrative processes and 
the supervision of contractors, which was at odds 
with the possibility of addressing the policy more 
comprehensively, rethinking the processes, and 
meeting the needs of the target population. The 
technicians felt frustrated when they experienced 

chart 2. Sociodemographic characteristics of the interviewed mothers, beneficiaries of the food and nutrition 
programs of Medellín and Angostura, Antioquia.

characteristics

# 
interview

type of 
interview

area of 
residence

age
Sisbén 
level

educational 
level

role in the 
program

Participates 
in several 
programs

1 I Urban 20 1 Secondary Beneficiary No

4 I Urban 41 2 Secondary Leader mother No

5 I Rural 43 2 Elementary Leader mother Yes

7 I Rural 58 1 Elementary Beneficiary Yes

8 I Rural 41 1 Elementary Beneficiary Yes

9 I Rural 41 2 Elementary Beneficiary Yes

10 I Rural 35 1 Elementary Beneficiary Yes

11 I Urban 18 1 Technician Beneficiary Yes

12 I Urban 35 2 Technician Beneficiary Yes

14 I Urban 18 1 Technician Beneficiary No

15 I Urban 48 1 Elementary Beneficiary No

16 I Urban 38 2 Secondary Beneficiary Yes

17 I Urban 42 2 Technician Beneficiary Yes

18 I Urban 53 1 Elementary Beneficiary No

19 I Urban 32 1 Technician Beneficiary No

20 I Rural 23 1 Technician Beneficiary Yes

2 G Urban 35 1 Elementary Beneficiary Yes

G Urban 54 1 None Beneficiary Yes

G Urban 77 2 Elementary Beneficiary Yes

G Urban 35 1 None Beneficiary Yes

26 GF Rural 28 1 Secondary Beneficiary No

GF Urban 32 1 Technician Beneficiary No

GF Urban 20 1 Technician Beneficiary No

GF Urban 21 1 Technician Beneficiary No

GF Urban 26 1 Technician Beneficiary No

GF Rural 31 1 Secondary Beneficiary No

GF Rural 21 1 Technician Beneficiary No

GF Rural 43 1 Elementary Beneficiary No

GF Rural 23 1 Elementary Beneficiary No

GF Rural 35 1 Elementary Beneficiary No

GF Urban 31 1 Elementary Beneficiary No

GF Rural 32 2 Elementary Beneficiary No

GF Rural 22 1 Secondary Beneficiary No

GF Urban 19 1 Secondary Beneficiary No
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Figure 1. Example of paradigmatic matrix produced by the analysis process.

Feeling that the difficulty is 
the business vision of the 
hospitals.

Report the manager's experience 
that speaks of the social 
profitability of the program.

Experience that many 
managers still persist in their 
business vision with the 
program.

The logic of profitability 
permeates public policies 

(Context / structure).

Get hospitals to be 
contractors for the 
program.

Have private operators 
besides hospitals.

Articulate with the mayors 
or private entities.

A minimalist state and 
welfare policy vision is 

configured (Consequence 
or result).

Outsourcing in all phases 
of PPANs

(Actions / interactions).

Observe that the governments 
contract the preparation of the 
plan.
Affirm that the contracted plans 
are copies of others.
Operate policies through 
contracting.

Feeling that the subsidy should 
be directed only to the poorest.
Conceive the policy based 
on vulnerable groups and 
targeting.
Advancing in education is 
difficult for the poor.

(Codes)

(Codes)

(Codes)

06-7

06-11

06-11

06-3

06-3

06-3

22-4

22-4

22-19

01-4

02-13

02-13

Operation of nutritional 
policies and programs 
under the market logic 

(Phenomenon)

table 1. Sociodemographic characteristics of the interviewed technicians, linked to food and nutrition policies 
and programs, at the municipal, departmental and national levels.

# interview
role in the 
policy or 
program

territorial 
level

Gender age
educational 

level
Years of 

experience with the 
PPANs

Formulación Nacional Femenino 54
Universitario

> 8 

21 Formulation National Female 54 Higher education > 8 

22 Formulation National Female 43 Postgraduate > 8 

23 Formulation National Female 35 Postgraduate > 8 

24 Formulation National Female 40 Postgraduate > 8 

3 Coordination Municipal Male 41 Higher education > 8 

6 Coordination Departmental Female 38 Postgraduate 8

13 Implementation Municipal Female 45 Higher education > 8 

18 Implementation Departmental Female 30 Higher education 5

25 Implementation Municipal Female 41 Technician 5
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that their professional practice was primarily de-
voted to contracting and inspection tasks, to the 
detriment of their contribution to the communi-
ties from their field of expertise. One participant 
expressed this concern as follows:

[...] All that has been left aside because opera-
tions are always so complex; reviewing one by one, 
conditionalities. One is absorbed by operation, and 
the same happens to other social programs, and the 
same thing happens to all of us. (FA-D-21,18).

Another of the implications of outsourcing 
consisted of external operators arriving with 
their team of professionals at the locations, ins-
tead of hiring the human resources available in 
the territories. The programs were encouraged 
to privilege the food industry as their leading su-
ppliers, to the detriment of the provision throu-

gh the local market, or through the incentive 
to produce food in the territories. However, the 
main limitation of outsourcing was that under 
the country’s regulatory structure, policy actions 
had to be carried out precisely as established in 
the contract conditions. This situation left the 
State itself with a narrow maneuvering margin if 
it needed to redirect resources to assist the popu-
lation in particular situations or crises. Likewise, 
these contracting mechanisms had little possibi-
lity of adapting to the particularities of commu-
nities with particular dynamics, such as those 
that depend on mining or ethnic minorities. In 
this way, a technician analyzed the implications 
of the most used contracting modality:

[...] The public tender is one that is most trans-
parent to us, with the aggravating circumstance 

Figure 2. Main category and interrelated subcategories resulting from selective coding.

Design and management 
of PPANs under a market 

logic.

Institutionality functional 
to the commercial model.

Outsourcing in all phases 
of PPANs.

Operation focused on 
financial profitability.

Framework of political and economic 
conditions that limit State direct 
implementation:
* Regulations that promote 
subcontracting and limit 
interinstitutional synergies.
* International banking interference
* Influence of economic 
globalization.

Interinstitutional disarticulation.

Targeting-derived fragmentation.

Institutionality focused on inspection: * 
Implementation focused on operations.

Disarticulation and fragmentation in 
the PPAN operation.

Nuances of outsourcing
* Various evaluations regarding 
subcontracting.

Expectations on economic profits 
from the operation of the program.

Corruption phenomena:
* Chain of intermediation.
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that you cannot change the tender: that’s the way it 
is! It does not allow you to adapt to what you find 
in the territory... You said that you were going to 
make a garden in an indigenous community with 
no water. Thus, the operator has to make a garden 
that will last a month because there is no water. 
The tender has that restriction. (DPS-D-22, 19).

It is important to note that some technicians 
and beneficiaries positively evaluated outsour-
cing third parties. The technicians said it allowed 
greater coverage since the State had a limited res-
ponse capacity. Mothers highlighted positively 
receiving intervention from professionals from 
different fields, and they considered that the food 
nutritional, organoleptic, and safety characteris-
tics were better. One beneficiary expressed her 
experience as follows:

[...] Thus, it is enjoyable because I learn too 
much. Furthermore, it is good because you correct 
yourself. It is pleasant because it helps you for the 
better. I believe that one’s life would be a little more 
disastrous without the Program. Of course, because 
they teach us: “you must do this, attempt to do this, 
try to do that (MA-M-11,13).

Operability focused on financial 
profitability

The figure for outsourcing led to the imple-
mentation of PPANs focused on the interest of 
economic profitability. An operator expressed it 
in the following way:

[...] I only have two percent profit left, and the 
program would have to give me ten percent (BC
-PC-06, 11).

The thorniest issue derived from economic 
interest resides in the phenomenon of corrup-
tion. The most common figure that some ope-
rators resorted to was establishing organizations 
that specialized in obtaining contracts through 
public tenders, many of which did not comply 
with the contract specifications and, therefore, 
committed severe irregularities in the supply of 
the food subsidy. The technicians mentioned that 
these “front entities” were experts in evading ju-
dicial sanctions and had the savoir faire to conti-
nually apply to tenders because they resorted to 
specific strategies such as associating with others 
and frequently changing their business name. A 
technician recounted some of the mechanisms 
that operators adopted as follows:

[...] In many cases, operators have a company 
name in a particular place, but they create a tem-
porary alliance, then they take another name. Fur-
thermore, if they have impediments, they join with 

another person and change their name so as to not 
have a problem again in bidding in public tenders 
because they appear with another company name 
(DPS-D-22.25).

Discussion

The growing imposition of the market as the ben-
chmark of the State. The foundations were laid 
for establishing the transnational capitalist class 
in the process of transformation of the Welfare 
State into the transnational State, with which a 
new social policy and economic globalization 
measures emerged. This neoliberal shift led glo-
balization to be the benchmark, the new norm 
for the configuration and management of pu-
blic policies, with the growing importance of 
the “market”5,19. Such was the penetration of the 
neoliberal current that the decisions of the Sta-
tes and the transnationals are in practice almost 
identical20. However, the transnational state re-
quires the nation-state’s continuity, because this 
is where the decisions that materialize globaliza-
tion take place and are legitimized21. The market 
context and, therefore, the neoliberal context, 
configured two phenomena that are intended to 
be discussed below: configure a State limited to 
overseeing actions and establishing public food 
and nutrition policies in devices for the diversion 
of public resources to the private sector.

Configuration of a State limited to action con-
trol. With the State reforms and the subsequent 
positioning of a market model that expands the 
participation of the private sector as an operator 
in the provision of social services, the main ac-
tion of state institutions is limited to the control 
of operators, therefore, a “Check-list State” which 
has all its institutional resources to verify com-
pliance with the activities carried out by contrac-
ted third parties emerges. This type of State is the 
result of the neoliberal economic model, which 
enacts its restricted participation in various di-
mensions, especially in public social policies, a 
phenomenon that other Latin American coun-
tries such as Brazil have experienced22,23.

Contrary to the image that the neoliberal, mi-
nimal or streamlined State model has sold us, the 
check-list State is supported by a large bureau-
cratic apparatus that has gradually migrated its 
performance from the policy’s direct implemen-
tation to enforcement. The latter must not be ho-
mologated to a lesser need for human, logistical, 
and economic resources. On the contrary, it has 
seen the need to implement increasingly refined 
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strategies to fulfill its oversight role, to the extent 
that outsourcing has become a financial fortress 
for the operators. Thus, this situation has exacer-
bated concern about the inadequate management 
of public resources, which can be read between 
the lines of the accounts of the beneficiaries and 
technicians interviewed for this research.

Institutionality uses the device of fragmen-
ting and compartmentalizing the social issue. 
Consequently, it specializes in converting com-
plex phenomena into a package of actions, thus 
translating the food issue into tendering langua-
ge, which is the transaction mechanism between 
the State and third parties. This largely explains 
the disarticulation between the institutions, whi-
ch the study’s participants of this study as one of 
the main stumbling blocks of PPANs, from which 
situations such as overlapping actions and over
-intervention to beneficiaries. Disarticulation 
was seen as the root of inefficient policies. Howe-
ver, this study allows us to understand that it is 
an inherent condition for the commercial mo-
del’s deployment. Some authors also report this 
situation in Mexico and Chile. In the first case, 
it is argued that the disarticulation of the public 
food policy produces duplicated programs, po-
orly conceived strategies, and wasted resources24. 
Salinas and Vio25 warn about the disarticulation 
between the Ministries of Health and Education 
of Chile for implementing the School Health 
Promotion Policy, despite the various political 
agreements between both sectors to carry out 
joint work. The Chilean authors conclude that 
there is a gap between the diagnosis of the child 
and youth population’s health situation and the 
programmatic offer’s response to give an adequa-
te response to said problem25.

In this panorama, the question arises as to how 
the role of the State in rethinking comprehensi-
ve and universal policies, with which the welfare 
trend that translates into the delivery of a subsidy 
to meet minimum calorie and nutrient needs is 
overcome, loses ground as state institutions turn 
towards oversight. Likewise, there is concern about 
the loss of a State that focuses on oversight, rather 
than guaranteeing social rights. This mutation su-
ffered by the State’s functions allows deducing that 
government institutions are more interested in 
their permanence than in providing care for their 
target population. Therefore, institutions’ vertical 
and disjointed configuration is expressed in their 
inability and indifference to address the social 
events affecting households comprehensively.

Diversion of public resources to the private sec-
tor through the PPAN device. The first element to 

explain the mechanism of diverting public re-
sources to the private sector through public food 
and nutrition policies lies in the rearrangement 
of public and private boundaries. The State hands 
over the implementation of a significant segment 
of its social responsibilities to the private sector 
to the extent that the new benchmark imposes an 
interest in strengthening private companies5,6.

The second element is the interference of the 
International Organizations -IO- in the public 
sector’s decisions. The IOs have played a decisive 
role in the design of public policies because many 
of them have made the fight against poverty one 
of their primary purposes and, consequently, as 
Pérez argues, have mobilized significant resour-
ces to carry out research that provides knowledge 
and statistics around the development/underde-
velopment dialectic26. Entities such as the World 
Bank -WB-, the World Trade Organization, and 
the International Monetary Fund, played a deci-
sive role in the new configuration of public he-
alth policies20 and, therefore, in food and nutri-
tion policies, not only in Latin America but also 
in most of the so-called low-income countries, 
as was the case of Bangladesh, where the World 
Bank becomes the administrator of the funds 
donated by different international entities for the 
operation of the National Nutrition Service Plan 
that mainly aims to improve early childhood 
feeding27. The WB promoted the recipe for the 
restructuring of the health sector in the so-called 
developing countries, with a substantial impact 
on the strengthening of the private sector, an as-
pect that was reflected in the emblematic 1993 
report “Investing in Health”28. Another strategy 
used by the IOs to divert public to private resour-
ces has been through free trade agreements, whi-
ch have played a decisive role in shaping food and 
nutrition policies in the country. Illustrating this 
fact is the case of the growing corn imports from 
the U.S. by Colombia29, although this food is one 
of the autochthonous and constitutive products 
of the food culture, and that the country has the 
conditions to achieve the production to supply 
the entire population. IOs’ interference has also 
promoted some hidden modalities of diverting 
public resources to the private sector, such as 
promoting conditional cash transfer programs 
-PTCE- in Latin America and through the lea-
ding role of food multinationals.

It is no coincidence that the expansion of the 
PTCEs started in the 1990s when neoliberal me-
asures were most widely deployed. In 1997, only 
three countries implemented PTCEs. In 2010, 
they were present in 18 countries30. In most cou-
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ntries, the PTCEs rely on the IOs, as is the case 
in Colombia, where 54% of the economic subsi-
dy provided to families through the Families in 
Action Program came from loans made to the 
World Bank and the Inter-American Develop-
ment Bank31. Food multinationals also became 
recipients of public resources, to the extent that a 
significant number of PPANs incorporated pro-
cessed foods produced by multinationals, which 
are delivered to beneficiaries as part of the sub-
sidies.

The third noteworthy element is the prolife-
ration of intermediaries, mainly private ones, to 
implement public policy actions. The precepts 
implanted by the neoliberal model consisted in 
that to increase efficiency: a) financing should 
be separated from service provision, b) it was 
necessary to promote competition between orga-
nizations, institutions, and the public and private 
sectors, c) the private administration was more 
efficient and less corrupt than the public one, and 
d) it should be aimed at subsidizing demand and 
not supply20. From this perspective, the operators 
would become an extension of the State and im-
plement a diversity of actions and strategies such 
as PPANs; likewise, a comprehensive menu of 
entities with interference in the entire spectrum 
of policies would proliferate, from their design, 
including their implementation and evaluation. 
Several authors analyze how non-governmental 
entities play an active role in implementing social 
policies, particularly those of health and nutri-
tion, not only in Latin America but also in other 
continents such as Africa and Asia32-36. During the 
development period of this research, some com-
plaints about severe irregularities in child care by 
private operators were made, which showed that 

said entities had found a source of enrichment 
in the programs’ operation while not complying 
with the function for which they were recruited. 
The main concern was that political corruption 
networks were being set up to achieve social legi-
timacy because, while seeking their permanence, 
these structures resort to strategies such as mee-
ting specific high-performance government ob-
jectives, so that some “benevolent corruption” as-
sociated with the social conditions of the country 
configures a scenario of poverty traps, since these 
corruption networks have greater agency capa-
city in marginal territories37. Some reports show 
that 3,966 cases related to various forms of cor-
ruption37 were registered in the accusatory oral 
criminal system during the 2009-2016 period. 
Likewise, an official report revealed that ten so-
called “business food networks” were in place in 
the country. They consisted of consortiums and 
temporary unions, made up of non-profit enti-
ties and profit-making companies, which moved 
the non-negligible sum of US$ 132 million (ac-
cording to the November 2016 exchange rate) for 
the operation of food programs38.

conclusions

The market is imposed as the benchmark for the 
State’s actions and, therefore, loses ground as a 
guarantor of social rights to become a “Check-list 
State”. The institutional framework materializes 
the commercial rationale through outsourcing 
processes, covering all phases of food and nutri-
tion policies. Finally, policies become devices for 
the diversion of public resources to the private 
sector.
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