
 
 

 
 

MECS is seeking a consultant or consultancy team to conduct a modern eating-focused explorative market study 

of the food-processing market in Cambodia. These Terms of Reference are for a set of research activities designed 

to map out key stakeholders in the national food processing industry and to explore the challenges faced in scaling 

up. More detail on the challenges identified are given in Annex A.  

Project Background 

MECS is supporting the transition of low-income economies from biomass to the use of modern energy cooking 

services (i.e. cooking with electricity, gas or renewable energies). It calls for a greater focus on modern energy as 

the source of clean cooking, and has evidenced that cooking with modern energy using energy-efficient appliances 

can be cost effective, particularly for urban communities. In February 2020, the programme added the Modern 

Eating (ME) workstream which aims to support the MECS programme’s broader goal of reducing the use of 

biomass fuels in household kitchens by exploring opportunities for changing the foods cooked, and for changing 

where foods are cooked (i.e. eating out). A working paper of the findings, Landscape Study - Modern Foods, was 

published in August 2020. 

 

Research Objectives 

MECS is interested in understanding how best to support food processing SMEs within country-specific contexts. 

Through a mapping-out of the in-country food processing sector, and understanding the opportunities and 

operational challenges, this work package is aimed at producing a localised data set that helps commercial 

enterprises scale-up, and helps attract potential/future investment.   

Scope of Work  

The core research question to be addressed is: 

 

How can MECS best utilise innovations around food processing and production to ensure smooth transition to 

cleaner and more sustainable cooking systems that also meet the aspirational lifestyles of urban populations 

in Southeast Asia? 

To answer the core research question, the consultant/s are required to collect data in order to answer the 

following 6 sub-questions.  

1. What kinds of pre-cooked foods are on offer and how popular are they? Where do they originate from? 

2. What are the challenges of scaling up 'modern' processed, nutritious, convenient food products? 

3. What is the availability of 'modern' processed, nutritious, convenient food products in markets, both 

formal and informal? 

4. What are consumers’ attitudes towards products (e.g. preferences, awareness)? 

5. How are markets and related consumption patterns changing in contemporary environments, including 

during and post-Covid-19, and how is the commercial food sector (including street vendors) implicated?  

6. Who predominantly buys pre-cooked food? Why? How popular are they? What issues of access are 

encountered?  

 

Request for Proposals  
SME Food Processing & Innovative Food 

Preparation: Cambodia 

https://mecs.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/Landscape-Study-Modern-Foods-and-Eating-Habits.pdf
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The following activities must be included in the proposal:  

 

1: Stakeholder-mapping: A full market mapping of the local food-processing system and its networks. The 

consultant/s should consider a range of criteria in the mapping including (but not limited to): product range, 

food processing company size (e.g. number of employees, turnover, etc.), economics (financing/investment), 

challenges, and ownership. The intention is that an understanding of the food processing landscape will allow us 

to identify areas for expansion, inform policy, assist in product marketing development, and inform local 

business models.  

 

2: Expert Interviews: A minimum of 10 experts from food-processing manufacturers, wholesalers, food and 

nutrition research institutes or food support agencies should be identified from the stakeholder mapping 

exercise and interviewed to gain insights into the challenges faced in the sector. In responding to these ToRs the 

consultant/s should suggest the in-country stakeholders that they intend to recruit for expert interviews. 

Participants should be drawn from multiple stakeholder groups throughout the market system.  

 

3: Development of vignettes: Taking photographs or videos of different people/places/technologies within the 

market system are highly valuable to the MECS programme. The consultant should aim to capture photos and 

short videos of participants, shops, markets, and other scenes that they think will be of interest. From the 

interviews and stakeholder mapping exercise, a minimum of 4 vignettes must be developed showcasing key 

findings from the data collection. A vignette is descriptive story accompanied by an image, or series of images, or 

a short video (e.g. a talking head). Consent forms for the collection and use of personal images will be provided 

by MECS. 

 

Deliverables, budget, and duration  

The research is expected to commence no later than 1st October 2021. All contracting will be completed prior to 

the 1st October.  All deliverables must be completed and delivered no later than 15 January 2022. These dates are 

non-negotiable. The consultant should demonstrate in their response to these ToRs how the work can be 

completed within the time available. Payment is contingent on successful completion of all deliverables.  

 

The total budget is a maximum of £10,000 (ex VAT where applicable).  

  

Deliverable Payment value 

Contract signing  30% 

Full data sets: all interviews and focus groups to be translated into English and 

transcribed verbatim (summaries of discussions will not be accepted)  

30% 

Four vignettes from across the interviews and focus groups  20% 

Final report (concise, e.g. 10 pages) and follow up interview (with the MECS ME lead). 

The report should focus on the study context (method, geography, social and economic 

context) and findings from the interviews and focus groups 

20% 
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Communication and Reporting  

The contractual requirements will be managed by the MECS Programme Manager of Loughborough University. 

All other communications and reporting, including in-country consultation, task management and consultations 

on the research process, will be managed by the Modern Eating Coordinator. Support for the 

consultant/organisation will be provided in conjunction with the relevant country Link Researcher and other 

relevant MECS team members.  

 

The consultant/organisation is expected to communicate with the ME Coordinator regularly throughout the 

project via two-weekly update meetings or phone calls, WhatsApp communication and emails, on:  

● research progress and milestones achieved; 

● anticipated challenges or changes to research plans, activities and timelines;  

● upcoming activities and next steps; and 

● delays or concerns on reporting. 

 

All meetings and appointments to discuss the overall progress of the project against the contract will be agreed 

and arranged in advance and at mutually convenient times. Any significant changes to the approved research plan 

and timelines have to be discussed and approved in advance.  

 

Loughborough University reserves the right to request the consultant/organisation to make revisions to the 

deliverables if they do not meet the required quality. The consultant/organisation will be required to make these 

revisions at no additional costs to Loughborough University. 

 

Expertise required  

The consultant/s doing the field work will be the primary point of contact between participants and MECS 

programme. It is, therefore, important that they are polite, courteous, fully informed about the programme and 

able to answer participants’ queries. The consultant should demonstrate experience in using the qualitative 

methods required for this study and details of experience on similar studies.  

Responding to these ToRs 

Responses should be a maximum of 8 pages with up to 3 additional CVs (no more than 2 pages each).  

Please provide the following when responding to these ToRs 

● State explicitly which country context will be studied. 

● A description of how the proposed activities will be designed and implemented to address the research 

questions. 

● A description of how participants will be recruited. 

● An initial draft of the research tools to be used.  

● A detailed breakdown of the budget in terms of personnel, materials, travel etc. Where costs have been 

estimated please highlight these and provide a brief explanation of the assumptions used to generate the 

cost. 

● Details of all personnel who will be involved in the study, along with their responsibilities. 

● A proposed Gantt chart of activities.  
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● As assessment of how COVID-19 might impact on the proposed activities and whether any mitigation 

measures can be put in place.  

Proposals should be sent to MECS (mecs@lboro.ac.uk) with the subject ‘Cambodia market mapping’. All 

proposals must be received by 23:59 GMT on 24 August 2021. 

Assessing proposals 

Shortlisted consultants may be invited to an interview in order to finalise selection.  The assessment process will 

take into consideration the criteria below in order to ensure value for money.  

● Quality of proposal and methodology; 

● Appreciation and understanding of the task; 

● Skills, expertise and experience of consultant/organisation team members; 

● Past performance (CV); 

● Proposed management of the activities; 

● Price. 

Ethical considerations 

All research must be in line with the Code of Practice for research, Promoting good practice and preventing 

misconduct (UK Research Integrity Office, 2009).   
 

The UK Research Integrity Office (UKRIO) is an independent charity, offering support to the public, researchers 

and organisations to further good practice in academic, scientific and medical research. Its confidential advice 

service is available to free of charge to individuals (members of the public, research participants, 

patients, researchers and students) and subscribing organisations. Their advice service can be accessed here.   
 

At a minimum, participants must not be subjected to physical, social, legal or psychological harm. Due 

consideration and ethical steps must be taken into safeguarding all participants, especially the vulnerable. A 

detailed Participation Information Sheet (this will be provided by MECS) explaining the full scope of the study, 

what confidentiality entails, and that no participants will be forced into participating, must be completed as part 

of the recruitment process.. Participants are to be made aware that participation is fully voluntary and there are 

no repercussions if they choose to no longer participate in the study at any point in time. Participants should, 

ideally, sign a consent form which includes consent for the use of photographs and videos.   
  

Confidentiality must be maintained at all times. With regards to confidentiality and privacy of participation, 

participants must be informed that their anonymity will be maintained in any outputs and that all identifiable 

markers will be removed from any data sets that are published.   Additionally, due consideration must be made 

to ensure that participants are safeguarded during the research process in line with the local government issued 

guidelines around COVID-19.   
 

The consultant will be responsible for securing any research or ethical permissions needed from local authorities 

in each of the field work locations. There may be additional ethical, or research clearance needed for this kind of 

user centric design research in the chosen country.  

 

MECS is funded by UK Aid through the Foreign, Commonwealth, and Development Office. It is a partnership between researchers, 

innovators, policy makers, and ESMAP drawing on their expertise and relevant work from around the world to co-construct new knowledge 

with practitioners and the private sector. It is led by Loughborough University, UK.  

mailto:mecs@lboro.ac.uk
http://ukrio.org/wp-content/uploads/UKRIO-Code-of-Practice-for-Research.pdf
http://ukrio.org/wp-content/uploads/UKRIO-Code-of-Practice-for-Research.pdf
http://ukrio.org/get-advice-from-ukrio/
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Annex A   Nutritious Convenient Processed Foods – experience and markets 

Changing diets 

Diets in low-to-middle income countries (LMICs) are already changing. Modern food systems are already 

experiencing a transition in cooking practices, away from labour- and time-intensive meal preparation in the 

home, and towards greater consumption of commercially-processed food requiring little-to-no cooking at the 

household level. 

A wealth of literature on the eating practices of the developing world refer to what is called the “nutrition 

transition”. This is the convergence towards diets that are high in refined grains, processed foods, animal 

products, fats and edible oils, sugar and salt. This is in conjunction with a decrease in the consumption of 

traditional, nutrient-dense staple cereals, coarse whole grains and pulses. In terms of crops consumed, the 

nutrition transition in developing countries in SSA and SSEA is away from consumption of traditional grains such 

as millet and sorghum, and moving towards more refined, foreign grains, notably maize, rice and wheat. The 

nutrition transition to what is sometimes termed the ‘Western diet’ is the source of much concern on the health 

front, strongly associated with rising chronic diseases and obesity levels among developing nations. 

Processing of foods 

The processing of raw foods encompasses a range of activities, techniques and technologies - both traditional and 

modern. ‘Pre-cooking’ enables food to be prepared and cooked at scale and, when made available to consumers, 

these products can provide a convenient way for people to access key nutrients and diversify their diets, without 

needing to spend hours in the kitchen. These foods take various forms, from pre-cooked or fermented legumes 

and vegetables, to snacks and ready meals. ‘Ultra-processed’ foods are becoming increasingly common and tend 

to lack the nutritional value of more simply prepared foods, but it must be recognised that the concept of food 

processing is not necessarily an unhealthy one; processing and pre-cooking can preserve or even enhance the 

nutritional value of foods, and has the potential to reduce the risk of contamination and food-borne diseases 

through the monitoring of standardised and certified practices.  

Packaged food markets are growing rapidly across the Global South, specifically in both sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) 

and South and South-East Asia (SSEA), typically growing at 10% a year (over the period 2005-2020). Across both 

continents, rice, pasta and noodles are among the highest value packaged food retail product categories, and one 

of the fastest growing categories.  

Drivers of change 

Rapidly urbanising populations are increasingly demanding food that is quick and easy to both prepare and 

consume as they transition into increasingly busy lifestyles. The demand for convenience is experienced most 

acutely in the urban environment as consumers become more willing for some of the food processing to be done 

elsewhere in order to save themselves time in the household kitchen. This is strongly associated with a rise in the 

number of women in the urban workforce. Given that traditionally it is women who are tasked with household 

jobs and food preparation, an increase in the demand for their time leads to a consequent increase in the demand 

for convenient and processed foods. 

Multiple factors lie behind changing eating practices: 

● Taste - human beings have an innate preference for sweet and fatty foods, although there are plenty of 

differences across age groups, socio-economic status, urban/rural location etc. 

● Convenience - urbanising populations are increasingly demanding food that is quick and easy to both 

prepare and consume as they transition into increasingly busy lifestyles. 
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● Economic Development and Urbanisation – an increase in disposable income has been associated with 

an increase in consumption of imported and processed foods at the expense of more traditional, 

nutrient dense staples. 

● Retail Markets - Emerging markets in developing countries have far more growth potential than 

established markets, which attracts both supermarkets and food companies.  

● Trade Liberalisation - international corporations have been able to access local food markets with 

cheap, processed, aggressively marketed goods. 

 

Food system transitions are largely driven by urbanisation, rising disposable incomes, improved business 

environments, and the demand for convenient and varied food products. If clean cooking agendas are to succeed, 

it is imperative that the solutions being proposed reflect changes in food systems, and can target and help scale-

up commercial food enterprise. 

Pre-cooked beans 

Drying beans is an effective processing technique for lasting nutrition, however, this process increases the 

required cooking time significantly. Dried beans require 120-180 mins to cook, although with the use of a catalyst 

or pre-soaking, this time can be reduced. The time requirement depends on bean variety, cooking method, 

quantity cooked and the length of time in storage. The lengthy cooking time required for dried beans acts as an 

effective multiplier on other major constraints such as time, water and fuel usage. Significant savings of resources 

and money for the consumer are possible if the time requirement can be reduced. Breeders have introduced new 

fast cooking bean varieties, yet demand for further reduction in cooking time is evident. 

The process of pre-cooking beans entails cooking dried beans at high pressure and temperature which is cost-

effective, maintains the bean’s integrity and improves nutritional value of the final product. The resulting product 

requires 10-15 mins to cook at home This reduction in domestic cooking time results in a fuel saving of over 80% 

for consumers along with reduced water use.  

‘Smart’ foods 

Despite being overlooked in the past, the promise of sorghums and millets are being highlighted by the 

International Crops Research Institute for the Semi-Arid Tropics (ICRISAT). Both cereals boast a high nutritional 

value, each contributing to good health in a myriad of ways. The ‘big three’ cereals of maize, wheat and rice 

cannot supply the consumer with a complete protein source. When these cereals are combined with protein 

dense legumes, such as beans, the meal still lacks essential amino acids such as methionine and cysteine. Millets, 

however, are naturally high in these amino acids and as such, complement bean consumption perfectly. 

Both millets and sorghums are environmentally sustainable. It is claimed that sorghums and millets require three 

times less water than wheat and ten times less water than rice to grow. For millets, this is in part attributed to 

their short maturity time of 60-90 days. It is for these reasons that ICRISAT has labelled sorghums and millets 

‘Smart Foods’; food that is good for you, good for the planet, and good for the farmers.  

Flour that is the most important value-added product derived from these crops. From the processed flours of 

sorghum and millet, roti, cookies, expanded snacks, biscuits, bread, pasta and breakfast cereals etc can be made 

– using the flour as either a nutrient-dense fortification or a complete replacement. For example, foxtail millet 

flour can replace up to 50% of wheat flour in bread without affecting acceptability, yet increasing the total protein 

and mineral content of the final product.  
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Challenges 

Despite high levels of acceptance, pre-cooking of beans faces a number of constraints: 

● Poor quality of beans - more than half (52%) of the actual beans used in a Kenyan factory had to be 

imported due to poor quality of locally grown beans. 

● Lack of awareness and availability. 

● Perceptions of high price – the price of pre-cooked beans is three times that of dried beans, but people 

don’t understand cost savings in fuel, water and time. 

● Perceptions that packaged foods are less nutritious. 

● Unsustainable production – factories close and consumers lose confidence in products. 

Re-popularising sorghums and millets faces a number of constraints: 

● Negative perceptions persist. Millet is often regarded as a ‘poor man’s crop’. 

● Consumers and institutions are unaware of these foods and preferred cheaper products. Consumers do 

not know how to cook them.  

● Millet tends to be relatively expensive, especially when compared with rice, partly due to low 

availability. 

● Processing of sorghum and millet can often be done using ill-suited equipment which can lead to a loss 

in nutritional content. 

 

In MECS countries, small and medium sized enterprises dominate the commercial food sector: supplying products 

to informal markets, making use of e-commerce, and bringing locally-sourced, traditional foods to market in more 

convenient and simply-processed forms. Any SME producing packaged, processed indigenous foods faces a 

number of challenges in scaling up their businesses, including:  

● The value chains of the ‘big three’ cereals of maize, wheat and rice have received heavy investment, 

whereas value chains for indigenous foods remain relatively underdeveloped. 

● The capital required to invest in machinery is high and access to credit is poor, as is knowledge on 

machinery and where to apply for credit. 

● Food processors were hampered by the energy costs and poor quality of electricity supplies (power cuts). 

● Variability in the supply of raw materials (e.g. drought, disease, the ongoing global pandemic). 

● Barriers to regional trade.  

● Supermarkets (primary outlet for processed foods) use fixed price contracts, so processors cannot 

change the price of their product to reflect seasonal fluctuations in raw material availability. 

● Packaging is expensive and often needs to be imported – attractive packaging is important to 

consumers, and supermarkets expect high quality, attractive packaging. 

 


