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Abstract

Reliable evidence on what rural population eat is essential for designing effective nutrition-
sensitive food system policies, yet most dietary monitoring in South Asia relies on natio-
nally representative data that can obscure important subnational differences. Nationally
representative dietary data are central to nutrition policy in South Asia, yet their capa-
city to capture subnational dietary realities among rural smallholder populations remains
poorly understood. This study assessed dietary patterns and diet quality among 1,757
smallholder farm households in the Eastern Gangetic Plains (EGP), spanning Cooch Be-
har district (India), Koshi Province (Nepal), and Rangpur Division (Bangladesh). The Diet
Quality Questionnaire (DQQ) was administered to generate a suite of validated indicators
such as, Minimum Dietary Diversity for Women (MDD-W), Food Group Diversity Score
(FGDS), NCD-Protect, NCD-Risk, Global Dietary Recommendations (GDR) score, and
the All-5 indicator along with the subnational results were benchmarked against nationally
representative DQQ estimates to evaluate the performance of nationally adapted sentinel
food lists. Significant geographic and gender-based disparities in diet quality were observed.
Koshi and Cooch Behar exhibited higher dietary diversity, stronger protective food con-
sumption, and better adherence to dietary guidelines, while Rangpur, particularly among
women, displayed severe dietary inadequacies, including critically low fruit, vegetable, and
pulse intake. Benchmarking against national estimates revealed systematic misclassifica-
tion: national sentinel food lists overstated diet quality in Bangladesh and understated
it in India and Nepal, with the largest discrepancies in indicators linked to micronutri-
ent adequacy. These findings demonstrate that nationally calibrated dietary monitoring
cannot reliably capture subnational dietary vulnerability in heterogeneous rural contexts.
Effective nutrition-sensitive policy in South Asia requires subnational dietary surveillance,
gender-disaggregated monitoring, and locally adapted sentinel food lists to address persi-
stent inequities in dietary diversity and food access.
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