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Abstract

In Brazil, Community Restaurants (CRs) are regarded as an essential public initiative
to expand food access for groups experiencing severe social vulnerability. This cross-
sectional study analyzed the strategic effect of CRs as an indirect mechanism to ensure
food availability in municipalities with more than 100,000 inhabitants, located in the North
and Northeast regions of the country, using the CR evaluation matrix system of structural

i

and process indicators as proxies to classify units as “not very effective,” “effective,” or
“very effective,” rather than direct outcome impacts. Of the 94 CRs assessed (North: n = 23;
Northeast: n = 71), most were rated as effective or very effective (95.6% in the North, 95.8%
in the Northeast), with only one CR in Pard and three in the northeast (two in Bahia and one
in Sergipe) classified as not very effective. The North region showed strong performance in
financial resources, monitoring, location, physical structure, menu planning, incorporation
of regional foods, volume of meals served to the attending public, and intersectoral actions.
The Northeast excelled in financial resources, food security, physical structure, menu
planning, and integration of regional foods, though it scored lower in education and
volume of meals served to the attending public. This study represents the first structured
application of the Oliveira matrix in the North and Northeast, providing new evidence
on regional disparities and management challenges. These findings underscore CR’s
strategic effectiveness in supporting regional efforts to improve food access and mitigate
food and nutritional insecurity in historically vulnerable regions. However, outcome
indicators such as dietary diversity, nutritional adequacy, and user health outcomes were
not assessed. Future studies should incorporate these measures, alongside longitudinal
designs and onsite evaluations, to better understand the broader impact of CRs on food
and nutrition security.

Keywords: evaluation; strategic effectiveness; community restaurants; food and nutritional
security
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1. Introduction

The effectiveness criterion has become fundamental in public administration, as it
assesses the impact of public policies on society by focusing on the tangible, enduring
effects of implemented policies [1-3]. Evaluating the effectiveness of public policy is crucial
not only to ensure they achieve their objectives but also to confirm they promote expected
positive impacts for the benefit of society. What makes this type of evaluation indispensable
is the fact that if the expected impact is not achieved, evaluation provides the basis for
corrective measures or adjustments to adopted models [4-6].

Assessing effectiveness requires a continuous evaluation and monitoring process that
involves using tools to determine whether implemented public policies improve the popula-
tion’s quality of life and well-being, and to ensure the proper use of allocated resource [4-7].
In Brazil, the principle of effectiveness in public administration gained prominence with the
implementation of the public governance model, formalized by Constitutional Amendment
No. 19 of 1998 [8]. This amendment introduced the effectiveness principle into Article 37 of
the Brazilian Federal Constitution, aiming to ensure a higher quality of services provided
by public administration. Notably, effectiveness is also strongly linked to the adaptability
of policies to changing social needs and diverse regional contexts. Policies that are effective
in a given context may require adjustments to maintain their suitability across different
scenarios, as is the case in Brazil, which has five completely distinct geographical regions
from a structural perspective [3,5,9].

In this context, Brazil has encountered substantial food and nutritional security, yet
has demonstrated notable progress. According to the United Nations Report on the State
of World Food Insecurity 2024 [10], the country achieved an 85% reduction in severe food
insecurity in 2023, representing 14.7 million fewer people facing hunger. This improvement
occurred after the departure of a denialist government administration, during which Brazil
experienced a concerning 58.7% rate of food and nutritional insecurity—reaching 68.0% in
the northern region and 71.6% in the northeast [11]. This recent progress can be attributed
to public policies and social assistance programs designed to ensure food accessibility and
availability for the entire population [10,12-15].

Despite recent progress, significant challenges persist. The Food and Agriculture
Organization (FAO) report that over 70 million Brazilians continue to experience moderate
or severe food insecurity, and 10 million are malnourished [10]. To address these issues, the
Brazilian government continues collaborating with international and local organizations
to strengthen food and nutrition security networks, promote sustainable agriculture, and
support the most vulnerable communities in overcoming food insecurity and achieving
food security for all [14,16].

Among the Brazilian federal government’s food access policy and program initiatives
are Community Restaurants (CRs), which aim to provide nutritionally adequate meals at
affordable prices for low-income and socially vulnerable populations [13,15,17-24]. These
restaurants are integral to the country’s food and nutritional security policies by combating
hunger and fostering healthy, balanced diets. Their creation arose from the need to ensure
that people facing food insecurity had access to quality meals [25,26].

Community Restaurants are typically established in large urban centers and oper-
ate mainly on weekdays, serving meals at lunchtime [27]. The menus are designed by
nutritionists in accordance with the recommendations of the Brazilian Food Guide [27],
ensuring nutritional adequacy and cultural relevance. The management of these facilities
falls under local governments—either municipal or state—while the federal government
provides resources for infrastructure and equipment. Daily operations and maintenance
are delegated to local authorities, which may contract specialized companies to oversee
management, often through concession or loan-for-use agreements [28-32].
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Access to CRs is universal, meaning anyone can use this service. However, the priority
audience for these restaurants is populations experiencing social vulnerability and food
insecurity, including homeless individuals. Therefore, the CR program is essential to
guarantee access to food for those without reliable access [26].

Evaluating these policies is crucial to ensure that the objectives of improving the
Brazilian population’s food, nutrition, and health conditions are achieved. Despite the
advances made in recent decades, there are still significant challenges to be overcome,
especially in the northern and northeast regions—geographic regions that face profound
socioeconomic problems reflected in vast social inequalities and development difficulties,
amplified by severe climate conditions and long periods of drought [33-39], when compared
to the most developed geographic regions of the country. Furthermore, society’s constant
demands for efficient public services push managers to address social needs at the lowest
cost while ensuring maximum effectiveness [9,40].

Continuous evaluation of food policies is essential for reducing food insecurity and
ensuring responsiveness to the evolving needs of Brazilian society. This study adopts a
strategic effectiveness perspective that integrates political-organizational aspects, such as
direction, governance, and coordination, with technical-operational dimensions, including
processes, resources, and execution [35,41]. This comprehensive approach enables a thor-
ough assessment of Community Restaurants, evaluating their ability to align political and
structural decisions with daily management and service delivery. While outcome indicators
such as nutritional status, dietary diversity, and food insecurity prevalence are commonly
used to assess policy impact, this evaluation emphasizes operational and strategic effective-
ness by analyzing structural and process indicators as proxies for food access.

Based on this, we identified a lack of systematic evaluations of Community Restaurants
in the North and Northeast of Brazil. This study is the first to apply the Oliveira matrix—
a comprehensive assessment tool for food service evaluation—in a structured way in
these regions. This enabled a comparative, consistent analysis of strategic and operational
effectiveness. The research brings new evidence from these regions, expands understanding
of local specificities, and offers new perspectives. It contributes to strengthening public
policies and advancing the literature on food access and social sustainability.

The objective of this study is to evaluate the strategic effectiveness of Community
Restaurants in promoting food access in the northern and northeastern regions of Brazil.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Study Design and Population

The study adopted a cross-sectional design and included all Community Restaurants
(CRs) located in municipalities with populations of 100,000 or more. The analysis covered
states from both the North (Acre, Amapd, Amazonas, Pard, Rondonia, Roraima, and
Tocantins) and Northeast (Alagoas, Bahia, Ceard, Maranhao, Paraiba, Pernambuco, Piau,
Rio Grande do Norte, and Sergipe) regions of Brazil, according to data from the 2022
population census conducted by the Brazilian Institute of Geography and Statistics [11].

2.2. Data Source and Collection

This investigation used a census-based approach. The procedure for identifying
eligible Community Restaurant (CR) units followed the protocol established in a previous
study [21], and the data collection steps are illustrated in Figure 1. From this initial survey,
106 CRs managed by municipal or state authorities were considered eligible—28 (26.4%) in
the North and 78 (73.6%) in the Northeast—located in municipalities with populations of
at least 100,000, in accordance with the guidelines of the Federal Government’s Manual for
Implementing Community Restaurants [26].
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Figure 1. Description of the data collection process [21].

Like the previous study, data collection took place between April and June 2024 and
involved the application of an adapted version of the evaluation and judgment matrix,
reformulated into an online self-administered questionnaire using Google Forms® (Google,
Mountain View, CA, USA) for the technical managers or CR managers to answer (for
questionnaire structure see [42]. Responses were cross-checked for internal consistency,
and managers were contacted to clarify ambiguous answers. All participants provided
informed consent via a Free and Informed Consent Form (FICF) prior to participation.

The overall response rate was 88.7% (94 of 106 eligible CRs). To minimize bias from
non-responders, all eligible units were contacted multiple times, and participation was
encouraged by emphasizing confidentiality and the importance of evaluation for program
improvement. Although non-response may introduce bias if less effective CRs were under-
represented, the high response rate across both regions reduces this risk. Furthermore, the
distribution of respondents was consistent with the geographic distribution of eligible CRs,
supporting the representativeness of the final sample.

2.3. Instruments

To assess the strategic effectiveness of CRs in promoting food access, the study ap-
plied the Community Restaurant Evaluation Matrix proposed by Oliveira et al. [43]. This
instrument was developed in alignment with Brazilian legislation and prior reference stud-
ies [25,26,44-51], offering a comprehensive framework for comparing theoretical models
with practical implementation. The matrix is organized into two dimensions—political—-
organizational and technical-operational—encompassing six subdimensions, 24 indica-
tors, and 29 measures, and emphasizes observation and monitoring to analyze the be-
havior of the study object [43]. By integrating governance and organizational aspects
(direction, power, and coordination) with technical-operational dimensions (processes,
resources, and execution), the matrix enables a systemic evaluation of CRs’ capacity to
align strategic decisions with everyday management and service delivery. Table 1 presents
the evaluation matrix.
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Table 1. Evaluation matrix for Community Restaurants (CRs), Brazil, 2019 [43].
Dimensions Subdimensions Indicators Measures
Administration 7 10
Political-Organizational Structure 3 4
CR Operation Visiting public 2 2
Adequate nutrition 6 6
Technical-Operational Food and Nutrition Education 1 2
Extended assistance to visitors 5 5

Total Indicators and Measures 24 29

The instrument used in this study comprises 2 dimensions (political-organizational
and technical-operational), 6 subdimensions (management, infrastructure, users, adequate
nutrition, food and nutrition education, and comprehensive support for users), 24 indica-
tors (availability, human resources, meal pricing, coordination with Food and Nutrition
Security (FNS) policies, evaluation and monitoring, location, physical structure, mainte-
nance, user profile, prioritization of specific populations, menu nutritional planning, food
safety, availability of regional foods and/or preparations, volume of meals produced for
users, user satisfaction with the meals provided, food and nutrition education related to
FNS, promotion of other social assistance initiatives, FNS status after implementation of
the program, socialization activities, and intersectoral actions), and 29 measures (Operating
days, Number of people served daily, Number of staff involved in meal production, Staff
training, Source of funding, Access scheduling, Meal price, Existence of coordination with
other FNS initiatives, Waste disposal, Existence of local evaluation and monitoring mech-
anisms, Location adequacy, Minimum operational infrastructure, Dining area capacity,
Equipment maintenance, User characterization, Priority service for socially vulnerable pop-
ulations experiencing food and nutrition insecurity (FNIS), Nutritional adequacy of served
menus, Existence of safe meal production processes, Regional foods and preparations,
Procurement of food from family farming, Partnerships related to Agriculture and Supply,
Meal production adequacy in relation to demand, User satisfaction surveys, Food and nu-
trition education initiatives for users, Actions to encourage user participation in other social
assistance programs, Assessment of FNS conditions after CR program implementation,
Promotion of socialization activities, and Intersectoral initiatives) [43].

2.4. Classification

To evaluate the CR matrix, all indicators were equally weighted to avoid privileging
certain domains without empirical justification and classified as ‘good,” ‘regular,” or ‘bad’
based on 63 questions developed to address the 29 measures (indicators) [42,43]. Of
these, 44 questions were used to evaluate the measures, while the remaining questions
characterized the restaurants. The responses collected during data collection determined
the classification (value judgments) of each measure for each CR.

The same scoring system was applied for the classification and assignment of value
judgments: 10 points for ‘good,” 5 points for ‘regular,” and 0 points for ‘bad.” The value
of 5 was used as a neutral midpoint, distinguishing between adequate and inadequate
performance. Indicator scores were calculated as the average of their corresponding
measures. For indicators with only two measures, the judgment was considered good
when the score >5 (5.0 to 10.0), and bad when the score <5 (0.0 to 4.9). For all other
indicators, subdimensions, dimensions, and the final CR evaluation, the value judgment
was classified as good when >7.0, regular when >5.0 and <7.0, and bad when <5.0 (Table 2).
Thus, the average of the measures resulted in the evaluation of the indicators; the average
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of the indicators determined the evaluation of the subdimensions; the average of the
subdimensions determined the evaluation of the dimensions; and finally, the average of the
dimensions produced the overall evaluation of the CRs [42,43]. Further details are available
in the evaluation matrix proposed by Oliveira et al. [43].

Table 2. The Community Restaurants evaluation matrix indicator scores, Brazil, 2020 [42,43].

Score Score

Classification (Indicators with 2 Measures) (General Evaluation *) Points Assigned
Good >5 >7.0 10
Regular NA 5.0 <score <7 5
Bad <5.0 <5.0 0

* Applies to indicators with >2 measures, subdimensions, dimensions, and final CR score. NA: nothing to report.

2.5. Data Analysis

We applied the indicator system methodology developed by Jannuzzi and Patarra [52]
to evaluate the strategic effectiveness of CRs in promoting access to food, focusing on
their ability to produce long-term effects and impacts. The structural and process effect
indicators considered included the number of operational days, the daily number of
individuals served, the prioritization of specific populations, and the volume of meals
provided. Based on the criteria proposed by Hartz and Silva [2], restaurants were deemed
“effective” if their evaluation score exceeded 50% (Table 3).

Table 3. Criteria for evaluating strategic effectiveness in health programs and systems [2].

Percentage Classification Effectiveness
<50% Low Not very effective
50 to 70% Adequate Effective
>70% High Very effective

A simple relative frequency was used to estimate the strategic effectiveness of CR units.
Outliers were excluded to avoid distortion of regional averages and classifications. Outliers
were defined a priori as values falling more than 3 standard deviations from the regional
mean for quantitative indicators (e.g., volume of meals served to the attending public per
day). This criterion was applied consistently across both regions. Exclusion was limited
to extreme values implausible given CRs’ operational capacity, and sensitivity analyses
confirmed that their removal did not alter overall classification patterns. By applying this
transparent criterion, the analysis preserved the integrity of the evaluation while reducing
the influence of anomalous data points. Three outliers were excluded: two in the Northeast
and one in the North, all related to the variable ‘volume of meals served per day.” Sensitivity
analysis confirmed that their exclusion did not alter classification patterns, with regional
averages and effectiveness categories remaining stable.

Mean effect indicators were calculated, and comparative analyses were conducted
across the two geographic regions, the states within the regions, and the municipalities. The
mean and median volume of meals served to the attending public were also calculated. In
addition to descriptive statistics, inferential analyses were performed to enhance regional
comparisons. Confidence intervals (95%) were calculated for subdimension scores, chi-
square tests were used to compare categorical classifications, and t-tests or ANOVA were
applied to assess differences in continuous indicators such as meal volume. Effect sizes were
reported using Cohen’s d for mean differences, Cramér’s V for chi-square associations, and
eta-squared for ANOVA models (see Supplementary Tables S1 and S2). These procedures
ensured consideration of both statistical significance and practical relevance. All analyses
were conducted using the Statistical Package for Social Sciences for Windows (SPSS 23.0,
IBM Corporation, Armonk, NY, USA).
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2.6. Ethical Aspects

The Ethics Committee of the Federal University of Bahia School of Nutrition ac-
cepted this study under opinion number 5.613.160 (National Ethics and Research Com-
mission Resolution 466/2012). The dataset used for the study contained no personally
identifiable information.

3. Results

This study identified 106 eligible municipal or state-operated Community Restaurants
(CRs) across Brazil’s North and Northeast regions. Of these, 94 units participated in the
study, yielding an overall response rate of 88.7% (23 out of 28 in the North; 71 out of 78 in
the Northeast). The final sample comprised 94 CRs located in cities with populations of
>100,000 inhabitants, with 24.5% (n = 23) in the North and 75.5% (n = 71) in the Northeast.
Within the North region, the majority of evaluated CRs were concentrated in the state
of Amazonas (n = 15), while in the Northeast, the highest concentrations were found in
Maranhao (n = 24) and Rio Grande do Norte (n = 20) [21].

Evaluation of strategic effectiveness using the subdimensions and indicators of the
CR evaluation matrix revealed that the North region achieved the highest performance in
financial resources (95.7%), quality assessment and monitoring (91.3%), location (100.0%),
physical structure (95.7%), prioritization of specific populations (73.9%), menu planning
(95.7%), regional foods and recipes (100.0%), volume of meals served to the attending public
(95.7%), education in food and nutrition and Food and Nutrition Security (FNS) (73.9%),
promotion of other social assistance initiatives (82.6%), intersectoral actions (91.3%) and
visibility of restaurants (100.0%). Lower results were observed in articulation with other
programs and FNS (78.3%), waste management (91.2%), maintenance (91.3%), users (91.3%),
food security (60.9%), preference for regional ingredients (60.9%), user satisfaction (74.0%),
local food and nutritional security index (87.0%) and socialization activities (47.8%).

The Northeast region, on the other hand, achieved the highest scores in financial
resources (100.0%), articulation with other programs and FNS (70.4%), quality assessment
and monitoring (94.4%), location (100.0%), physical structure (97.2%), prioritization of
specific populations (78.9%), menu planning (95.8%), food safety (100.0%), regional foods
and recipes (98.6%), preference for regional ingredients (63.4%), volume of meals served to
the attending public (57.8%), education in food and nutrition and FNS (50.7%), intersectoral
actions (62.0%), and visibility of restaurants (87.3%). Lower scores were observed in
waste management (74.7%), maintenance (95.8%), users (93.5%), user satisfaction (85.9%),
promotion of other social assistance initiatives (90.1%), and socialization activities (94.4%)
(Table 4).

Summary of subdimension scores showed means consistently above 7.0, with narrow
95% confidence intervals, indicating stable estimates (Table S1). No statistically significant
differences were found between the North and Northeast in administration, structure, target
groups, meal quality, food and nutrition education, or social support (all p > 0.05). Small ef-
fect sizes (Cohen’s d) further suggest broadly similar strategic effectiveness across regions.
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Table 4. Community Restaurants (CRs) distribution in the North and Northeast of Brazil, according to their scores in the subdimensions and indicators of the CR
evaluation matrix, Brazil, 2025.

Scoring Category
. . . Northern Region Northeast Region
Subdimension/Indicator
Good Regular Bad Good Regular Bad
N % n % N % N % n % n %

S1. Administration

I1. Availability 1 4.4 22 95.7 - - 33 46.5 38 53.5 - -

12. Human resources 5 21.7 17 73.9 1 44 25 35.2 44 62.0 2 2.8

I3. Financial resources 22 95.7 1 43 - - 71 100.0 - - - -

14. Meal price 0 0.0 15 65.2 8 34.8 - - 60 84.5 11 115

I5. Coorci)ination with other programs and FNS 5 21.7 - - 18 78.3 50 70.4 - - 21 29.6

16. Waste management 1 4.4 1 44 21 91.2 17 23.9 1 1.4 53 74.7

17. Quality assessment and monitoring 21 91.3 - - 2 8.7 67 94.4 - - 4 5.6
52. Structure

I8. Location 23 100.0 - - - - 71 100.0 0 0.0 0 0.0

I9. Physical structure 22 95.7 1 43 - - 69 97.2 2 2.8 0 0.0

I110. Maintenance 2 8.7 - - 21 91.3 3 42 0 0.0 68 95.8
S3. Target groups

I11. Users 2 8.7 - - 21 91.3 5 7.0 - - 66 93.0

I12. Prioritization of specific populations 17 73.9 - - 6 26.1 56 78.9 - - 15 21.1
S4. Meal quality

I13. Menu planning 22 95.7 1 4.3 - - 68 95.8 3 42 - -

I14. Food safety 9 39.1 - - 14 60.9 71 100.0 - - - -

I15. Regional foods and recipes 23 100.0 - - - - 70 98.6 1 1.4 - -

I16. Preference for regional ingredients 2 8.7 7 30.4 14 60.9 45 63.4 10 14.1 16 22.5

I17. Volume of meals served to the attending public 22 95.7 - - 1 43 41 57.8 - - 30 422

118. User satisfaction 3 13.0 3 13.0 17 74.0 4 5.6 6 8.5 61 85.9
S5. Food and nutritional education

I19. Food and nutrition education and FNS 17 739 2 8.7 4 174 36 50.7 26 36.6 9 12.7
S6. Social support

120. Promotion of other Social Assistance Initiatives 19 82.6 0 0.0 4 17.4 17 23.9 0 0.0 54 76.1

121. Local Food and Nutrition Security Index 3 13.0 0 0.0 20 87.0 7 9.9 0 0.0 64 90.1

122. Socialization activities 10 43.5 2 8.7 11 47.8 1 1.4 3 42 67 94.4

123. Intersectoral actions 21 91.3 0 0.0 2 8.7 44 62.0 0 0.0 27 38.0

124. Visibility of restaurants 23 100.0 0 0.0 0 0.0 62 87.3 0 0.0 9 12.7

Note: S: Subdimension; I: Indicator; FNS: Food and Nutrition Security; Indicator 117 (Volume of meals served to the attending public”) refers to adequacy of supply relative to demand
(i.e., whether all attending users received meals). This differs from the absolute daily volume of meals served, which is classified separately according to the 1000-meals/day threshold
established in the Community Restaurants Manual [25]. Assessment of individual indicators revealed that CRs in both regions operated at least five days a week (100%), which was
classified as good. However, the average daily service volume was below 1000 meals in most cases, particularly in the North (93.3%), which was classified as poor. In the Northeast,
although 53.5% of units reported fewer than 1000 meals/day, several units reached or surpassed this threshold, resulting in a positive classification overall. Specifically, the North region
served a mean of 486.5 meals/day (£290.3) with a median of 450 meals/day (Q1 = 340—-Q3 = 500), while the Northeast served a mean of 926.9 meals/day (+£446.0) with a median
of 900 meals/day (Q1 = 560-Q3 = 1100). According to the Community Restaurants Manual [25], daily service volumes below 1000 meals are classified as poor, whereas volumes
equal to or above 1000 meals are classified as good. Thus, the North region did not meet the minimum threshold, while the Northeast approached or exceeded it in several units,
justifying its positive classification. Both regions prioritize service to specific populations (North: 73.9%; Northeast: 78.9%), including people experiencing social vulnerability and food
and nutritional insecurity, which is a positive characteristic of the CRs program [25]. This difference was statistically significant (p < 0.01) with a large effect size (Cohen’s d = 1.05),
highlighting the Northeast’s greater service capacity (Table S1). This finding underscores the importance of tailoring interventions to regional realities: while strategic effectiveness is
similar, operational scale differs substantially.
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The assessment of strategic effectiveness in promoting food access found that most
CRs in the North region are classified “effective” or “very effective,” except for one in Para.
In the Northeast region, most states also had their CRs classified as “effective” or “very
effective,” with only two CRs in Bahia and one in Sergipe rated as “not very effective”
(Table 5). These findings reflect the integrated performance of political-organizational
and technical-operational dimensions, reinforcing the systemic role of CRs in food and
nutrition security. While the high response rate reduces the risk of non-response bias, it
remains possible that some poorly performing CRs were underrepresented. Outliers were
excluded based on predefined statistical criteria, and sensitivity analyses confirmed that
their removal did not alter classification patterns.

Table 5. Classification of Community Restaurants in Brazil’s north and northeast regions regarding
their strategic effectiveness in health programs and systems, 2024.

Region/Stat Classification
egron/>tate N Not Very Effective Effective Very Effective
North
Acre 1 - - 1 (100.0%)
Amapé 1 - 1 (100.0%) -
Amazonas 15 - 2 (13.3%) 13 (86.7%)
Para 3 1 (33.3%) - 2 (66.7%)
Rondénia 2 - 1 (50.0%) 1 (50.0%)
Tocantins 1 - 1 (100.0%) -
Northeast
Alagoas 4 - 2 (50.0%) 2 (50.0%)
Bahia 8 2 (25.0%) 1(12.5%) 5 (62.5%)
Ceara 2 - - 2 (100.0%)
Maranhao 24 - - 24 (100.0%)
Paraiba 6 - - 6 (100.0%)
Pernambuco 3 - - 3 (100.0%)
Piaui 2 - - 2 (100.0%)
Rio Grande do Norte 20 - 19 (95.0%) 1 (5.0%)
Sergipe 2 1 (50.0%) - 1 (50.0%)

When comparing classification distributions (Table S52), we found no significant dif-
ferences between the North and Northeast regions (x> = 1.82, df = 2, p = 0.40), and the
small effect size (Cramér’s V = 0.10) reinforces that both regions achieved comparable
effectiveness, with most CRs rated as “effective” or “very effective” (Table S2).

4. Discussion

The evaluation of Community Restaurants (CRs) in Brazil’s North and Northeast
regions reveals a high operational success rate, with most facilities classified as “effective” or
“very effective” in promoting food access. Only a small minority—one unit in Pard, two in
Bahia, and one in Sergipe—were rated as “not very effective,” highlighting the consistency
of results across both regions. Strategic effectiveness was assessed as an indirect measure of
food access, utilizing structural and process indicators to capture the intervention’s capacity
to establish favorable conditions for achieving intended outcomes. By confirming that CRs
are meeting their structural and process-related objectives, the findings reinforce their role
as a robust policy instrument in Brazil’s most vulnerable regions.

Implementing and maintaining effective public food policies in Brazil is critical for
guaranteeing the right to food, promoting health, and combating social inequality [8,53].
Given the Brazilian context, where abundant natural resources coexist with high rates
of food insecurity, these policies play a central role in combating food insecurity, where
families face difficulties in accessing quality food in sufficient quantities. Policies such as
meal distribution, basic food baskets, subsidies for family farming and school meals help
to mitigate this reality [12,15,24,54-56].
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However, it is important to emphasize that CRs demonstrating low strategic effective-
ness in outcomes must carefully assess the root causes of their shortcomings, including
planning, execution, and impact. Based on this diagnosis, adjustments can be made, such
as redefining objectives, reallocating resources, or reformulating strategies [3,9]. Engaging
in social participation and consulting experts in social policies and programs, as well as
in food are critical steps to align the policy with the population’s actual needs. Moreover,
continuous monitoring of results, ensuring transparency throughout the process, and in-
vesting in the training of responsible teams are key to fostering sustainable and effective
improvements [3,5,57-59].

Among the Brazilian public policies whose outcomes are considered effective, we
can mention the National School Feeding Program (PNAE) [60-62], the Family Allowance
Program [63], the National Immunization Program [64], and the Unemployment Insur-
ance [65]. The PNAE, considered one of Brazil’s oldest and most consolidated food policies,
is a Brazilian initiative that aims to guarantee food and nutritional security for students
in basic education, providing nutritionally balanced meals throughout the school year.
It aims to promote biopsychosocial development, learning, and the formation of healthy
eating habits, and to encourage family farming by purchasing food from local producers. A
study using methods similar to ours revealed that the PNAE's effectiveness in reducing
school dropout rates, improving academic performance, and combating child malnutri-
tion [62]. Nonetheless, it highlights the importance of corrections and adaptations across
Brazil [60,62].

The Family Allowance Program, essential to reducing extreme poverty in Brazil,
provides financial assistance to families in exchange for commitments such as school atten-
dance and student vaccination in the public school system. The initiative helped to improve
health, education and social inequality indicators [34,63,66]. The National Immunization
Program, recognized as one of the most comprehensive vaccination programs in the world,
is responsible for eradicating diseases such as polio and for drastically reducing other
preventable diseases [64]. Lastly, Unemployment Insurance, which in several countries
allows workers to support their families while they look for a new job, helps avoid indi-
vidual financial collapses and stimulates the local economy [65]. Despite these programs’
longevity, a continuous evaluation and monitoring process is necessary to make corrections
and identify any possible deviations from the proposed objectives.

When evaluating the CR distribution across the two regions, it is notable that the states
of Amazonas (northern region), Maranhao, and Rio Grande do Norte (northeastern region)
had the highest CR concentrations in the sample. Amazonas has 44 CR units distributed
across 18 municipalities [67], Maranhao has 175 CR units across 158 municipalities [68],
and Rio Grande do Norte has 56 CR units across 34 municipalities [69].

The Maranhao state stands out for having the largest number of CRs in Brazil, driven
by a combination of strategic and social factors. Facing high rates of food insecurity
(63.3%) [16] and significant social inequality, Maranhao has prioritized implementing
public policies, particularly those aimed at guaranteeing access to food. Accordingly, the
Government of Maranhao has prioritized expanding these restaurants as part of broader ini-
tiatives to combat hunger and promote food security, as they not only offer nutritious meals
but also support the local economy by purchasing food from regional producers [56,70].

When assessing the Brazilian CR evaluation matrix effect indicators, the CRs in the
North region presented promising results in financial resources, quality assessment and
monitoring, location, physical structure, prioritization of specific populations, menu plan-
ning, regional foods and recipes, volume of meals served to the attending public, education
on food and nutrition and Food and Nutrition Security (FNS), promotion of other social
assistance initiatives, intersectoral actions and visibility of restaurants.
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Regarding meals, it is noteworthy that the indicator volume of meals served to the
attending public was rated good, reflecting the adequacy of CRs to local demand. How-
ever, when analyzing the average daily volume of meals served to the attending public,
regional differences emerged: in the North, this indicator was classified as poor (mean
486.5 meals/day; median 450, Q1 = 340-Q3 = 500), while in the Northeast it was rated
good (mean 926.9 meals/day; median 900 meals/day, Q1 = 560-Q3 = 1100), since several
units reached or exceeded the minimum of 1000 meals/day established in the Community
Restaurants Manual [26].

Conversely, CRs in the North presented negative results in articulation with other
programs and FNS, waste management, maintenance, users, food safety, preference for
regional ingredients, user satisfaction, local food and nutrition security index and so-
cialization activities. Taken together, these findings reinforce the results: while strategic
effectiveness is broadly similar across regions, operational scale and service capacity differ
substantially, underscoring the need for region-specific interventions.

At the same time, the Northeast Region achieved better performance in financial
resources, articulation with other programs and FNS, quality assessment and monitoring,
location, physical structure, prioritization of specific populations, menu planning, food
security, food and regional recipes, preference for regional ingredients, volume of meals
served to the attending public, food and nutrition education and ENS, intersectoral ac-
tions, and restaurant visibility. On the other hand, the region performed more weakly in
waste management, maintenance, consumers, user satisfaction, promotion of other social
assistance initiatives, and socialization activities. Comparing our data with the Oliveira
et al. study [71] in southern Brazil, using the same instrument and the CR effect indicators
matrix, the restaurants received the same positive assessment for the financial resources,
location, and physical structure indicators, and the worst assessment for the maintenance
and socialization activities indicators.

The CR administration in Brazil runs through planning, organization, direction, and
control, which, in turn, is used for human resources, materials, and technicians. This type
of public action requires a global decision-making process oriented to effectively achieve
its objectives through the execution of planning, organization, and integration of people
involved in management and control [1,3,25,26]. In this way, when implementing a CR,
management must assess its capacity for maintenance and solid subsidies in the medium
and long term [25]. The Financial Resources indicator assessment was positive, as most
CRs reported having a stable resource source for the program since its implementation.
Another important factor that management should develop is coordination with other FNS
actions. This articulation must focus on developing its promotion so that different sectors
can work in an interconnected and coordinated manner, enhancing actions [25,31,37].

On a positive note, the CRs evaluated have processes for evaluating and monitoring
their actions. Performing this evaluation and monitoring process is a predominant factor in
ensuring FNS strategies and actions, as it is of the utmost importance to assess results and
understand local and global needs and limitations to advance adjustment and correction
processes [5,72,73].

The data indicate that most CRs were implemented in central areas with high pedes-
trian traffic. Other studies in Brazil [19,30,33,74-81] reported that most of the CR evalu-
ated were also implemented in central areas. The Manual for Implementing Community
Restaurants [26] recommends that these restaurants be located in central areas of cities,
preferably close to mass transit, to reach workers, particularly low-income workers, formal
and/or informal. In addition to this public, the program also aims to serve the elderly,
the unemployed and students. It is, therefore, up to management to assess the need for
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implementation in metropolitan regions and peripheral areas, where there is a higher
concentration of people at risk of food and nutritional vulnerability [26].

Brazilian legislation (RDC No. 275/2002 of the National Health Surveillance
Agency [82], Code of Works and Buildings [83], Work Safety Standard NR-24 [74] rec-
ommends that the construction of Food and Nutrition Units be composed of a technical
team formed of architects, engineers, nutritionists and social professionals to plan structures
and facilities that are suitable, safe, efficient and in line with public health standards. There-
fore, the land must have basic urban infrastructure, including public water and electricity
supply networks, and sewage and rainwater collection networks. In addition, accesses and
their immediate surroundings must be paved [74,82,83]. Dining rooms must be designed
to be functional and to provide a comfortable, pleasant environment for users [25].

Studies conducted in Brazil, which aimed to assess the infrastructure of Food and
Nutrition Units, highlighted that the main inadequacies were insufficient or inadequate
physical infrastructure due to reduced spaces, poorly distributed or incompatible with the
workflow, poor equipment maintenance, inadequate sanitary conditions due to the lack of
ventilation, lighting or adequate exhaust systems, which can impact on the hygiene and
comfort of workers, and poor waste management. These inadequacies can directly impact
the quality of the food offered, the efficiency of the service and the safety of workers and
consumers [75,76].

Another positive factor presented by the evaluated CRs was the prioritization of
specific populations. This fact aligns with the guidance of the National Council for Food
and Nutrition Security, which states that Food and Nutrition Security programs and policies
should prioritize individuals in situations of social and economic vulnerability [50]. Studies
carried out in Brazil, which aimed to characterize CR users, mostly describe them as
composed of low-income workers, unemployed individuals, homeless people, students,
older adults, and pensioners [22,29,32,77-81,84-86]. In this way, the evaluated CRs have
followed the guideline of prioritizing care for individuals or urban/rural population
segments in vulnerable conditions.

In addition to prioritizing specific populations, the CRs have presented menu planning.
CRs are responsible for serving nutritionally balanced meals; therefore, they can be crucial
in promoting public health and ensuring FNS [21,87]. By serving nutritionally balanced
meals, CRs go beyond simply satisfying hunger; they promote dignity [88,89]. Studies
conducted in Brazil [19,24,90-93], which analyzed the nutritional quality of the meals
served, found that the meals are nutritionally balanced, accessible, and of high quality,
usually consisting of legumes, vegetables (root and leaf), animal protein, fruits, or sweets as
dessert and refreshment. They also highlighted the purchase of food from family farms and
the use of regional and seasonal foods, both of which are important factors in maintaining
each region’s food culture.

Regardless, they suggested some corrections to improve the nutritional quality of
the meals served, such as increasing food variety, reducing ultra-processed foods, and
incorporating regional and socio-biodiversity foods, in order to promote health and prevent
health problems [19,24,90-93].

The volume of meals produced by the evaluated CRs is adequate and generally
planned to meet the demands of their target audience [20,21]. Within our sample, the CRs
varied in the volume of meals served to the attending public, influenced by their location
and capacity to reach their target population. Neighborhood CRs tended to serve fewer
meals than CRs in large urban centers. Nonetheless, the Community Restaurants Manual
recommends that each restaurant provide at least 1000 meals daily [26].

Another important factor presented was actions to promote Food and Nutrition
Education. CRs should act as promoters of food education initiatives that contribute to food
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and nutritional security, preserve and rescue food culture, combat waste and promote health.
This promotion can be accomplished through activities designed to encourage society to
combat hunger and adopt healthier eating habits [31,49,94,95]. In order to achieve this goal,
CRs have established partnerships with various entities, including municipal and state
secretariats, food and/or nutrition councils, universities, non-governmental organizations
(NGOs), civil society organizations of public interest (OCIPs), industries, supply centers,
and companies, among others. Additionally, CRs are encouraged to collaborate with the
Social Assistance Secretariat to help guide the development of social programs within
restaurant spaces, such as registration services, mapping of vulnerable populations, and
dissemination of program-related information [31,57,96].

CRs have successfully developed visibility actions that are essential to strengthening
their social mission and broadening their impact on the community. Many people in
vulnerable situations may not be aware of the services offered by these restaurants, so
visibility helps ensure who the public that needs the service most is reached. In addition,
visibility can help attract resources from partners, such as companies and NGOs that want
to support initiatives with a proven impact. Visibility campaigns also help integrate CR
with the community, strengthening networks of support and collaboration [50].

Among the majority of effect indicators presented as successful, the evaluated CRs
also have poorly classified indicators: waste management, maintenance, users, user satis-
faction, the local Food and Nutrition Security index and socialization activities. Correcting
negatively considered items in a public policy is essential as they can represent failures,
inefficiencies or gaps that hinder the effectiveness of the proposed actions [56,97,98]. Cor-
recting these points makes public policy more effective, fair and sustainable. In addition,
this critical analysis demonstrates a commitment to transparency, continuous improvement
and responsibility for meeting social demands [59].

The statistical analyses confirm that Community Restaurants (CRs) in both the North
and Northeast regions exhibit similar levels of strategic effectiveness, with no significant
differences across subdimensions such as administration, structure, target groups, meal
quality, food and nutrition education, or social support. Consistently small effect sizes
indicate that governance and operational practices are broadly aligned across regions.
However, the significant difference in the volume of meals served to the attending public
per day, with the Northeast operating at nearly twice the scale of the North, highlights
a key operational divergence. This large effect size suggests that, although both regions
achieve comparable strategic outcomes, the Northeast’s greater service capacity necessitates
differentiated policy priorities, such as mechanisms to sustain high demand, enhance user
satisfaction, and diversify menus to reflect local food cultures. In contrast, the North, where
geographic dispersion and infrastructure limitations restrict scale, requires investments
in logistics, outreach, and peripheral service expansion. These findings underscore the
importance of interpreting strategic effectiveness in conjunction with operational scale,
ensuring that policy interventions are adapted to regional contexts. On an international
level, the Brazilian CR model demonstrates that aligning governance structures with opera-
tional capacity can strengthen food security strategies, providing valuable insights for other
countries aiming to balance equity, efficiency, and sustainability in urban food systems.

Taken together, these findings show that while Community Restaurants in both regions
achieve comparable strategic effectiveness, the Northeast’s larger operational scale and the
North’s infrastructural constraints demand differentiated policy responses. This statistical
evidence provides the foundation for the following discussion and informs the policy
implications presented later in the manuscript.

Analysis of the interventions highlights the need to integrate key sustainability dimen-
sions, aligning with SDGs 2, 3, 11, and 12. Within this framework, waste management prac-
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tices reduce environmental impacts and reinforce responsible production systems, while
sourcing from family farms supports food and nutritional security and local economies.
Furthermore, environmental assessments help monitor and mitigate negative effects on
urban ecosystems. Together, these elements show the importance of aligning food access
strategies with sustainable governance to enhance enduring social, environmental, and
economic benefits.

CRs are relevant to promoting access to food, especially for people with social vulner-
abilities, thereby guaranteeing their right to food. This type of public policy is an effective
tool for fighting hunger and promoting greater social equity. Public policy evaluation stud-
ies fulfill their role by analyzing the effectiveness, efficiency, and impact of implemented
actions, ensuring they meet their goals and society’s needs [5,89]. This process allows
for identifying well-functioning policies, adjusting those that require improvement, and
evaluating how public resources are utilized. Our study focuses explicitly on assessing
CR strategic effectiveness and aims to produce contextualized data that can guide CR
management in optimizing these instruments.

4.1. Limitations and Future Studies

Despite its promising results, this study has certain limitations due to its cross-sectional
design, which limits the ability to infer causality. Additionally, the online data collection
method prevented researchers from observing the research object in situ. While the evalua-
tion provides critical insights into program implementation, the CR evaluation matrix may
have restricted the inclusion of vital outcome indicators—such as dietary diversity, nutri-
tional adequacy, and user health outcomes. Furthermore, the uniqueness of the Brazilian
Community Restaurant program’s objectives makes international comparisons difficult. To
address these gaps, future research should refine the evaluation model by incorporating
new indicators that capture the broader effects of CRs on food and nutritional security,
enabling a more comprehensive assessment of their effectiveness. Future studies should
adopt longitudinal designs to assess sustainability over time, conduct on-site visits to
validate self-reported data, and incorporate outcome indicators such as dietary diversity,
nutritional adequacy, and user health outcomes.

4.2. Policy Implications and International Relevance

The Brazilian Community Restaurants (CRs) model demonstrates that strategic ef-
fectiveness in food policy requires integrating political and organizational factors—such
as governance, financing, and coordination—with technical and operational elements,
including infrastructure, menu planning, and service delivery. In the North, geographic
dispersion and limited infrastructure present significant barriers, while in the Northeast,
persistent high demand and deep social inequalities remain challenges. Targeted policy
interventions are therefore necessary: increased investment in logistics and outreach for
the North, and the enhancement of user satisfaction mechanisms and local menu diversity
in the Northeast.

Internationally, the CR model offers a valuable framework for strengthening urban
food security. By providing nutritious, subsidized meals, CRs reduce food insecurity among
vulnerable populations. Partnerships with family farming support local economies and en-
courage the consumption of fresh, minimally processed foods. Successful implementation
in other contexts depends on three key factors: sustained public financing, culturally and
regionally appropriate menus, and robust systems for monitoring and evaluating social,
economic, and nutritional outcomes.

CRs represent not only a response to emergency hunger, but also a foundational,
long-term strategy for securing the right to food. Aligning governance and operational
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practices with sustainability goals further enhances their impact, contributing to SDGs 2
(Zero Hunger), 3 (Good Health and Well-being), 11 (Sustainable Cities and Communities),
and 12 (Responsible Consumption and Production). The Brazilian experience illustrates
that aligning governance, operations, and sustainability is critical for effective food policy,
offering practical insights for countries seeking to address urban food and nutrition security.

5. Conclusions

Community Restaurants (CRs) have demonstrated significant strategic effectiveness
in promoting access to food in Brazil’s North and Northeast regions. CRs integrate political
and organizational components, such as governance, financing, and coordination, alongside
technical and operational elements, including infrastructure, menu planning, and service
delivery. This comprehensive approach positions CRs as a robust policy instrument for
addressing food and nutritional insecurity in vulnerable urban settings, and effectiveness
is crucial for ensuring well-being, as it produces measurable improvements in quality of
life, reinforces trust in public management, and reflects a government’s commitment to
social transparency.

Although most operational and effectiveness indicators were classified as “good,”
specific challenges persist in waste management, facility maintenance, user satisfaction, the
local Food and Nutrition Security index, and socialization activities. The findings reveal
region-specific challenges and opportunities. In the North, geographic dispersion and
limited infrastructure necessitate significant investment in logistics, transportation, and
outreach to peripheral communities. Conversely, the Northeast experiences higher demand
and more pronounced socioeconomic inequalities, underscoring the need to improve
user satisfaction mechanisms and diversify menus to better reflect local food cultures.
These differentiated recommendations emphasize the importance of tailoring strategies to
regional contexts to maximize policy effectiveness.

The CR model offers valuable insights for countries aiming to enhance urban food
security beyond Brazil. CRs deliver nutritionally adequate meals at subsidized prices,
thereby reducing food insecurity among socioeconomically vulnerable groups. Integra-
tion with family farming programs further strengthens short supply chains, supports
local economies, and encourages the consumption of fresh, minimally processed foods.
Successful replication of this model in other contexts requires sustained public financing,
adaptation of menus to cultural and regional dietary preferences, and the implementa-
tion of comprehensive monitoring and evaluation systems to assess social, economic, and
nutritional impacts.

Therefore, CRs should not be regarded solely as emergency responses to hunger. Poli-
cymakers and practitioners are encouraged to incorporate them into integrated, long-term
strategies to ensure the human right to adequate food. Brazil’s experience demonstrates
that strategic effectiveness is achieved when governance structures and technical operations
are aligned. These findings provide guidance for refining national policies and replicating
successful programs in international contexts.

Supplementary Materials: The following supporting information can be downloaded at
https:/ /www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/su18157762/s1, Table S1: Mean, median, and 95% confi-
dence intervals of Community Restaurant (CR) evaluation matrix subdimension scores in the North
and Northeast regions of Brazil, with p-values and effect sizes (Cohen’s d); Table S2: Classification
of Community Restaurants (CRs) in the North and Northeast regions of Brazil regarding strategic
effectiveness, with chi-square test results and effect sizes (Cramér’s V).
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