




Research That Matters

The Impact of IFPRI’s Policy Research

W ith mil lions of dol lars spent each year on pol icy re search in de vel -
 op ing coun tries, gov ern ments and do nors want to know that their

dol lars im prove the lives of the poor. But do they? Or do re search find ings 
and pol icy rec om men da tions sink si lently into vast bu reauc ra cies?

To bet ter un der stand how pol icy re search has an im pact on pol icy
choices, and to gauge IFPRI’s own ef fec tive ness, the In sti tute com mis -
sioned a se ries of in- depth case stud ies to look at how re search find ings
are com mu ni cated to and used by poli cy mak ers. The case stud ies show
that pol icy re search can pro mote ac tion that im proves the lives of the
poor. And they dem on strate that re search of ten re cov ers its costs many
times over in fis cal sav ings alone, with out even con sid er ing more im por -
tant im prove ments in pov erty, food in se cu rity, and mal nu tri tion.

The case stud ies show that an or gani za tion like IFPRI can have im -
pact in three main ways. First, IFPRI works with de ci sion mak ers in a par -
ticu lar coun try to re spond to their need for an swers to a spe cific pol icy
ques tion, as in Bang la desh, Paki stan, and Viet Nam. Given their in ter est
in the find ings, poli cy mak ers use the in for ma tion al most im me di ately.
Sec ond, IFPRI works with re search ers and poli cy mak ers in in di vid ual
coun tries to strengthen ana lyti cal and de ci sion mak ing ca pac ity, as in Ma -
lawi. Ca pac ity build ing is criti cal for en sur ing that poli cy mak ers can fully 
un der stand and make use of re search in for ma tion. 

Third, IFPRI pur sues re search to fill criti cal gaps in global un der -
stand ing of ag ri cul tural, food, and nu tri tion is sues. Broad- based re search
find ings fil ter into na tional and in ter na tional pol icy de bates, chang ing
poli cy mak ers’ think ing and in flu enc ing their ac tions. IFPRI’s work on
food sub si dies and its 2020 Vi sion Ini tia tive on Food, Ag ri cul ture, and the 



En vi ron ment are two ex am ples of how IFPRI con trib utes to cutting- edge
food pol icy re search and how it pro duces knowl edge with im pacts far be -
yond a sin gle coun try’s bor ders.

Viet Nam

Reap ing the Bene fits of a New Rice Mar ket ing Pol icy

In 1998 IFPRI re search on rice mar kets in Viet Nam led poli cy mak -
ers to take bold steps to re lax quo tas on rice ex ports and to lib er al ize 

in ter nal re stric tions on rice trad ing. These pol icy changes are al ready
worth $61 mil lion to Viet Nam, as rice farm ers have taken ad van tage
of in ter na tional prices and the gov ern ment has saved on pro gram
costs. The bene fits could rise to $966 mil lion if the changes are sus -
tained to 2020. Gains to the rest of the world from lower in ter na tional
rice prices could be worth $560 mil lion by 2020. With a re search cost
of only about $1 mil lion, the benefit- cost ra tio to Viet Nam alone al -
ready reaches 114. This rises to 187 if bene fits to the rest of the world
are in cluded as well.

In ter views by an in de pend ent con sult ant with 35 of fi cials and stake -
hold ers in the re search made clear that the IFPRI study pro vided new in -
sights into the work ings of Viet Nam’s rice sec tor and that the re search
helped make the gov ern ment more re cep tive to the study’s rec om men da -
tions. The clear find ing was that the IFPRI re search strongly in flu enced
pol icy de ci sions to re lax ex port quo tas, in volve the pri vate sec tor in ex -
port mar ket ing, and re duce in ter nal trade re stric tions. 

IFPRI’s work was it self a mile stone in the study of rice mar ket ing in
Viet Nam, for lit tle re search had pre vi ously been done in this area. The
study, con ducted in col labo ra tion with the Min is try of Ag ri cul ture and
Ru ral De vel op ment, pro vided new in for ma tion even to those who knew
the Viet nam ese rice sec tor well. Based on the study’s find ings on mar ket -
ing, proc ess ing, and stor age, IFPRI cre ated an eco nomic simu la tion
model that poli cy mak ers used to ex plore the ef fects of de cen tral iz ing the
mar ket ing sys tem, de vel op ing in fra struc ture, or chang ing pric ing pol icy. 
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Why Re search Made a Dif fer ence

One rea son poli cy mak ers re sponded quickly to the new in for ma -
tion was that the re search ad dressed criti cal ques tions sur round -

ing a press ing pol icy is sue.  Eco nomic and so cial con di tions had
placed rice pol icy squarely on the gov ern ment’s agenda. Rice pro duc -
tion was flour ish ing, yet with no ad di tional out lets, pro ducer prices
were fal ling. Farm ers in the south had be gun to pro test, push ing the
gov ern ment to lift ex port quo tas.

Gov ern ment of fi cials hesi tated to act be cause they feared that al -
low ing more ex ports would lead to higher do mes tic prices and thereby
in crease pov erty. They were also con cerned that the pol icy change
might ex ac er bate po liti cal ten sions if it af fected re gions or ru ral and
ur ban ar eas dif fer ently. In re sponse to these con cerns, IFPRI and its
na tional coun ter parts de vel oped the model, which showed that re mov -
ing the ex port quota would in crease rice ex ports sig nifi cantly, raise the 
na tional in come, and re duce pov erty. Ac cord ing to poli cy mak ers in -
volved in the pol icy pro cess, these find ings sped up the de ci sion to re -
lax ex port quo tas by many months, if not years.

The Min is try of Ag ri cul ture and Ru ral De vel op ment used these re -
sults to coun ter ob jec tions that rais ing ex port quo tas would in crease
food in se cu rity. The Min is try of Fi nance pointed to data show ing that
state- owned en ter prises were earn ing mo nop oly reve nues from their
con trol of ex ports. Greater in volve ment of the pri vate sec tor, they con -
tended, could im prove mar ket ef fi ciency and lower prices. In sum, this 
re search added con fi dence that rais ing ex port quo tas would not re sult
in un de sir able or un an tici pated con se quences.

IFPRI also worked hard to make the in for ma tion read ily avail -
able to poli cy mak ers. Within the space of lit tle more than a year,
IFPRI held 19 semi nars and work shops to dis semi nate the find ings,
and it de liv ered 23 re ports, pa pers, and train ing manu als to key de -
ci sion mak ers and stake hold ers. These semi nars helped poli cy mak -
ers from dif fer ent min is tries and with dif fer ent per spec tives ar rive
at a con sen sus for ac tion: in these meet ings they could com ment on
the re search, ex change ideas, and get an swers to their ques tions.
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IFPRI’s col labo ra tion with the Min is try of Ag ri cul ture and Ru ral
De vel op ment helped con vert the re search find ings into ac tion and
helped the Min is try emerge as the most authori ta tive voice on ag ri -
cul ture in the coun try.

 By 1998 the Viet nam ese gov ern ment had raised the ex port quota,
lifted in ter nal re stric tions on rice mar ket ing, and al lowed the pri vate
sec tor to par tici pate in rice mar ket ing. These ac tions im proved the in -
comes of poor, ru ral farm ers and saved the coun try mil lions of dol lars
that could be put to other, more so cially bene fi cial uses.

Bang la desh

Chang ing the Course of Food and Ag ri cul tural Pol icy

IFPRI’s 1989–94 col labo ra tion with the Min is try of Food in Bang la -
desh made sub stan tial con tri bu tions to food pol icy re forms there, as 

rec og nized by in de pend ent re view ers, the gov ern ment of Bang la desh,
and the U.S. Agency for In ter na tional De vel op ment (USAID). As a re -
sult of this col labo ra tion, the gov ern ment radi cally al tered some long-
 standing food pro grams, cre ated some in no va tive new ones, and im -
proved the ca pac ity of staff to meet the in for ma tional and ana lyti cal
needs of the min is try. A study of the com para tive ad van tages of dif fer -
ent crops guided the de vel op ment of a new strat egy aimed at di ver si fy -
ing ag ri cul ture. Stud ies of rice and wheat mar kets found that the
gov ern ment could turn grain pro cure ment and sales over to the pri vate
sec tor with out harm ing the food se cu rity of the poor. When the gov -
ern ment opened the grain mar kets to pri vate sec tor par tici pa tion, it
saved $37 mil lion by low er ing the of fi cial pro cure ment price. 

An IFPRI study of the ru ral food ra tion pro gram un cov ered poor
man age ment and sub stan tial leak ages. The gov ern ment had long been
aware that the ra tion pro gram was not ef fec tively reach ing its in tended 
bene fi ci ar ies—the ru ral poor—and the study put hard num bers to the
gov ern ment’s sus pi cions. By elimi nat ing the pro gram, the gov ern ment 
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saved $60 mil lion. Some of these sav ings were used to in crease ex pen- 
di tures on other, bet ter tar geted food and nu tri tion pro grams, in clud ing 
the in no va tive Food- for- Education pro gram. Later evalua tions found
that this pro gram raised school at ten dance by about 30 per cent. Be -
sides these pol icy changes, the re search re sulted in other more ef fec -
tive pro grams and strate gies and saved the gov ern ment at least $100
mil lion, many times the re search cost of less than $5 mil lion. More- 
 over, the col labo ra tion in creased the body of knowl edge on food pol -
icy in Bang la desh and the number of peo ple equipped to make use of it
by pro duc ing more than 70 re search re ports and pro vid ing train ing in
food pol icy analy sis to over 200 in di vidu als.

Why Re search Made a Dif fer ence

W hy was IFPRI re search so in flu en tial? First, IFPRI worked
 closely with key de ci sion mak ers to un der stand what in for ma -

tion they needed and, once re search re sults were in hand, to con vey it
to them quickly. In some in stances, IFPRI was the sole source of criti -
cal pieces of in for ma tion: only the IFPRI study, for ex am ple, had
quan ti fied the amount of leak age in the ra tion pro gram. Sec ond, poli -
cy mak ers tended to trust the in for ma tion be cause they be lieved it was
un bi ased, and they looked to the study for ob jec tive rec om men da tions. 
Be cause it was known for its ob jec tiv ity and re spected meth od olo gies,
IFPRI was en trusted to pro duce in- depth analy ses that out lined the
prob lem and gave poli cy mak ers con crete op tions for ac tion.

Third, the re search was avail able at the right time. In the case of
the ru ral ra tion pro gram, for ex am ple, Bang la desh was en joy ing high
lev els of food grain pro duc tion, and prices were fal ling at the time of
the de ci sion. With greater pros per ity, ra tion card hold ers were in dif fer -
ent to the pro gram, and some ex ter nal agen cies, such as the World
Bank, were push ing for its abol ish ment. Al though IFPRI’s re search
helped the gov ern ment jus tify a de ci sion that might have been made
any way, poli cy mak ers sub se quently con tended that with out IFPRI’s
re search, the gov ern ment cer tainly would have de layed any de ci sion
to aban don the pro gram, thereby wast ing mil lions of dol lars. 
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Paki stan

Ex am in ing the Ef fec tive ness of Sub si dies

In col labo ra tion with the Paki stan In sti tute of De vel op ment Eco -
nom ics (PIDE) and the Paki stan Min is try of Food and Ag ri cul ture

(MINFA), IFPRI’s re search and pol icy dia logue were in stru men tal in
chang ing the di rec tion of food and ag ri cul tural poli cies in Paki stan.
From 1986 to 1994, this col labo ra tion pro duced a large body of re -
search—over 80 jour nal ar ti cles and re search manu scripts—that poli -
cy mak ers drew on as they made pol icy de ci sions. Out side evalu at ors
es ti mated that IFPRI’s re search, from 1986 to 1991, re sulted in over
$200 mil lion in sav ings to the gov ern ment. The to tal cost of re search
for the en tire pe riod was only about $6 mil lion.

IFPRI’s work on the wheat ra tion shop pro gram pro vides an es pe -
cially clear ex am ple of the changes Paki stan made in its food poli cies. In
this pro gram, poor con sum ers were able to buy sub si dized wheat from
spe cial shops. By the 1980s the gov ern ment was spend ing mil lions on a
pro gram that was, by most ac counts, cor rupt and in ef fec tive. Poli cy mak -
ers wanted to know if the pro gram helped the poor or not, and what the ef -
fects on the poor would be if the pro gram were elimi nated. 

In a na tional sur vey, IFPRI-PIDE re search showed that well over
half the wheat never reached the tar get popu la tion. Only 19 per cent of
the popu la tion in cit ies and 5 per cent of the popu la tion in ru ral ar eas,
where most of the poor lived, even used the ra tion shops. The re search
put num bers to the pro gram’s fail ure to reach the poor, a find ing that
was ex pected but un til then had been based mostly on con jec ture, an -
ec dotes, and one small study. The re search pro vided solid data to drive
the fi nal nail in the cof fin of the ra tion shop sys tem. The gov ern ment
abol ished the wheat ra tion shops in 1987.

Why Re search Made a Dif fer ence

In the case of Paki stan, the over all pol icy en vi ron ment was ripe for
change. At that time the gov ern ment wanted to de na tion al ize the
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econ omy, and the World Bank and USAID were press ing in the same
di rec tion. The ar ri val of a new spe cial ad viser to the prime min is ter
was a cata lyst for ac tion. 

The ad viser be lieved the ra tion shops were too costly, and he
wanted the ra tion shop is sue re solved in short or der. He was fa mil iar
with IFPRI and fo cused the study on an swer ing key ques tions that he
knew oth ers could jus ti fia bly raise in op po si tion to any at tempt to
elimi nate the ra tion shops: Would the poor be hurt? Could re duc ing the 
gov ern ment’s role in wheat pro duc tion and mar ket ing cause chaos in
the wheat mar ket ing sys tem and lead to fam ine?  Re search find ings
that the pro gram had enor mous leak ages and made a mini mal con tri -
bu tion to meet ing the food needs of the poor strength ened the case for
abol ish ing the shops, as did the find ing that the pri vate sec tor could re -
lia bly step in to man age wheat mar ket ing.

IFPRI’s repu ta tion for meth od ol ogi cally sound and ob jec tive re -
search en hanced the credi bil ity of find ings with poli cy mak ers, so they did 
not hesi tate to use it in their pol icy dis cus sions. In ad di tion, the re search
ap pealed to poli cy mak ers be cause it ef fec tively high lighted a spe cific
course of ac tion based on a com pre hen sive analy sis of the op tions. 

As in Viet Nam, re search ers helped to build con sen sus for ac tion
by con vey ing in for ma tion quickly and ef fec tively to key poli cy mak ers 
and other stake hold ers, es pe cially those in the prime min is ter’s of fice,
the Min is tries of Ag ri cul ture and Fi nance, and USAID. Given the in -
ter con nec tions among poli cy mak ers in Paki stan, the prin ci pal re -
search find ings had proba bly reached most in flu en tial of fi cials by the
time the fi nal analy sis was com pleted in late 1986. 

Would the gov ern ment have made the same de ci sion with out
the re search? Cer tainly key po liti cal play ers within the gov ern -
ment, such as the spe cial ad viser, would have pushed hard for
change, but even he rec og nized the im por tance of hav ing ob jec tive
re search to sup port his po si tion. With out research- based in for ma -
tion, abo li tion of the ra tion shops proba bly would not have oc curred 
or would have hap pened only with sig nifi cant op po si tion and sub -
stan tial de lay.
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Ma lawi

Strength en ing Poli cy mak ing through Data Col lec tion,
Edu ca tion, and Train ing

IFPRI’s work with the Ma lawian Min is try of Ag ri cul ture and Live -
stock De vel op ment from the late 1980s to the early 1990s and with

Bunda Col lege, the coun try’s lead ing ag ri cul tural in sti tu tion, since the 
mid- 1990s has helped the coun try sub stan tially in crease its ca pac ity to 
con duct food pol icy analy sis.

To gether the proj ects pro duced more than 40 pa pers and a work ing
pa pers se ries. IFPRI was a ma jor par tici pant in more than 100 work shops
and train ing courses with over 1,500 par tici pants.  The data col lected un -
der these proj ects were docu mented and left with col labo ra tors, so that
oth ers, now trained or to be trained, can use them. 

One of IFPRI’s ini tial ac tivi ties in Ma lawi was to im ple ment a sys -
tem that moni tors food se cu rity and nu tri tion. This col labo ra tion had
an im pact that re ver ber ated through out the gov ern ment as of fi cials
came to see the im por tance of hav ing timely, credi ble in for ma tion for
de ci sion mak ing. Al though the Cor nell Food and Nu tri tion Pol icy Pro -
gram had origi nally set up the sys tem, re spon si bil ity for the proj ect
shifted when key per son nel on the proj ect came to IFPRI. 

 The drought of 1991-92 raised the spec ter of wide spread fam ine,
as maize pro duc tion fell by 60 per cent. Yet data from the food se cu rity
and nu tri tion moni tor ing sys tem kept gov ern ment of fi cials in formed
about the ag ri cul tural, food, and nu tri tional situa tion with only a short
time lag. The data helped the gov ern ment to rap idly iden tify needy ar -
eas, es ti mate food needs and im port re quire ments, and plan re lief dis -
tri bu tion more ef fi ciently. With timely and rele vant in for ma tion, the
gov ern ment was able to move quickly to miti gate the ef fects of the
drought, avoid wide spread fam ine, and save lives. This ex pe ri ence,
bol stered at key mo ments by sup port from UNICEF, cre ated an aware -
ness within the gov ern ment of the need for community- based food se -
cu rity and moni tor ing sys tems in Ma lawi. 
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Just as im por tant, the proj ect built ana lyti cal and de ci sion mak ing
ca pac ity in Ma lawi. The Min is tries of Agri cul ture, of Health, and of
Women, Youth, and Com mu nity now con duct their own house hold
sur veys or have es tab lished data col lec tion ac tivi ties fol low ing the ap -
proach used by IFPRI. Close to half of those origi nally trained in data
col lec tion re mained in the Na tional Sta tis tics Of fice (un til trans ferred
re cently to the Min is try of Ag ri cul ture), un der tak ing simi lar ac tivi ties
for vari ous min is tries and NGOs. 

At Bunda Col lege, IFPRI helped to de sign and im ple ment a mas -
ter’s de gree pro gram in ag ri cul tural eco nom ics and an ex ecu tive edu -
ca tion pro gram in ag ri cul tural pol icy analy sis. Six teen mas ter’s
de grees in ag ri cul tural eco nom ics were awarded. IFPRI ini tially de -
vel oped the cur ricu lum, taught courses, and su per vised stu dents in
both the mas ter’s pro gram and the ex ecu tive train ing courses. But
IFPRI worked quickly to build ca pac ity within the coun try so that Ma -
lawi ans could take over the pro grams. Ma lawi fac ulty are now fully re -
spon si ble for teach ing and the sis su per vi sion in the mas ter’s pro gram,
and Ma lawian in sti tu tions are re spon si ble for 90 per cent of the teach -
ing in the pol icy train ing course.

Gradu ates from both pro grams are now found through out the pub -
lic and pri vate sec tors, bring ing ad di tional ex per tise to their jobs as a
re sult of their train ing. Min is try of Ag ri cul ture staff con sis tently con -
firmed to an out side evalua tor that they found the courses use ful for
their work. The high de mand for Bunda Col lege gradu ates and the sal -
ary pre mium they de mand at test to the value that Ma lawian or gani za -
tions place on the train ing. The train ing also had spil lo ver ef fects,
put ting gradu ates into de ci sion mak ing po si tions where they would
have ad di tional op por tu ni ties for train ing. 

Why Re search and Train ing Made a Dif fer ence

In in ter views with over 30 Ma lawi ans fa mil iar with the proj ect, an
in de pend ent evalua tor found that al most all highly val ued IFPRI’s

con tri bu tions to ca pac ity build ing in Ma lawi. IFPRI’s im pact came
about as a re sult of a number of fac tors. UNI CEF’s per sis tent call for
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greater at ten tion to the prob lems of food in se cu rity and mal nu tri tion in 
the 1980s helped to cre ate a re cep tive en vi ron ment in which the gov -
ern ment sought re search to in form pol icy choices. IFPRI’s team of re -
search ers quickly ce mented a repu ta tion for rig or ous but timely data
col lec tion, analy sis, and pol icy for mu la tion. 

Food Sub si dies in De vel op ing Coun tries

Build ing a Broad Pro gram of Re search

A re search in sti tute can also have im pact by in flu enc ing how the
 broader de vel op ment com mu nity thinks. IFPRI’s com pre hen -

sive pro gram of re search on food sub si dies il lus trates how com mu ni -
ca tion of re sults from a se ries of spe cific proj ects can trans late into
shared knowl edge and have a global im pact on poli cies.

In Asia, IFPRI has done re search on sub si dies in Bang la desh, In -
dia, Paki stan, the Phil ip pines, Sri Lanka, and Thai land. Egypt, the Su -
dan, and Zam bia rep re sent ex pe ri ence in Af rica, while in Latin
Amer ica IFPRI worked on sub si dies in Bra zil, Co lom bia, and Mex ico. 
Some per sis tent find ings emerge from the re search: Broad sub si dies
can be of con sid er able bene fit to the poor, but the cost of such bene fits
is gen er ally high. Sub si dies are of ten tar geted more to cit ies than to ru -
ral ar eas, even though most of the poor usu ally live in the coun try side.
The non poor of ten man age to get a sub stan tial por tion of the sub sidy.
In the end, though, rec og niz ing the po ten tial bene fits of sub si dies,
IFPRI’s work has tended to fo cus not on how to elimi nate sub si dies but 
on ways to im prove their tar get ing and cost- effectiveness.

IFPRI has un der taken two ma jor proj ects in Egypt.  In the first
proj ect, which oc curred in the mid- 1980s, poli cy mak ers used the 
 research to proj ect the likely ef fects of pol icy changes on mac ro -
economic in di ca tors, in come dis tri bu tion, and food con sump tion.
IFPRI re turned to Egypt in the mid- 1990s to work with the gov ern -
ment on a com pre hen sive study of the food sub sidy sys tem, with the
re sult that the gov ern ment de cided to use a new method of tar get ing
sub si dies.
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In the Phil ip pines IFPRI stud ied a pi lot proj ect tar get ing food sub -
si dies to poor house holds with mal nour ished chil dren. The find ings
from the study were used not only in the Phil ip pines, but also in Mex -
ico in pro grams to im prove child nu tri tion.

Gen er at ing Global Knowl edge

Developing- country poli cy mak ers are not the only ones who have 
re lied on IFPRI’s re search in these ar eas. De vel op ment prac ti -

tio ners and aca demic ex perts, too, have rec og nized the scope and qual -
ity of IFPRI’s re search on food sub si dies. There is am ple evi dence that 
it has reached and in flu enced the global com mu nity of re search ers and
con cerned poli cy mak ers. In a com pre hen sive re view of health and nu -
tri tion by Jere Behrman and Anil B. Deo lalikar in the 1988 Hand book
of De vel op ment Eco nom ics, five of the six stud ies men tioned on the
nu tri tional im pact of sub si dies are from IFPRI. 

IFPRI brought to gether its work on con sumer food sub si dies in the 
1988 book Food Sub si dies in De vel op ing Coun tries: Costs, Bene fits
and Pol icy Op tions, ed ited by Per Pinstrup- Andersen. This care fully
planned and crafted work was not pri mar ily writ ten for so cial sci en -
tists–there are no equa tions or ex tended dis cus sions of meth od ol ogy–
but for the gen eral reader, par ticu larly the de ci sion maker in de vel op -
ing coun tries and aid agen cies.

Re view ers of the book rec og nized these quali ties. For ex am ple, Si mon
Max well, then at the In sti tute of De vel op ment Stud ies in Sus sex, wrote:

. . . a con sis tent set of mes sages has emerged [from the
ex ten sive IFPRI re search on food sub si dies]: in fa vor of
con sumer sub si dies to pro vide in come sup port to the
poor est groups; against gen er al ized price sub si dies
which dis crimi nate against pro duc ers and may en tail
large fis cal costs; and in fa vor of tar geted pro grams, es -
pe cially those which avoid large ad min is tra tive costs
through self- targeting or geo graphi cal limi tations.
Taken to gether these mes sages make up the con ven -
tional wis dom on sub si dies; their in flu ence can be seen
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in, for ex am ple, the 1986 World Bank pol icy study, Pov -
erty and Hun ger.

A 1989 re view in the Food and Nu tri tion Bul le tin con curred, say -
ing, “This book is by far the most com pre hen sive and authori ta tive
treat ment of food sub si dies avail able.” 

 In sum, aca dem ics and poli cy mak ers have ac knowl edged the
lead ing role that IFPRI’s work on sub si dies has had in pro vid ing
guide lines for sub sidy poli cies around the world. Al though the work
was un der taken in col labo ra tion with developing- country part ners and 
guided sub sidy pol icy changes in those coun tries, IFPRI’s work on
sub si dies has also been an es sen tial ref er ence for poli cy mak ers and de -
vel op ment prac ti tio ners out side study coun tries as they make their
own de ci sions on sub sidy poli cies. 

The 2020 Vi sion for Food, Ag ri cul ture,

and the En vi ron ment Ini tia tive

Keep ing Food and Ag ri cul ture on the Pol icy Agenda

A lthough it can be dif fi cult to as sess the cu mu la tive ef fect of re search
 on the ac tions of the broad de vel op ment com mu nity, an in de pend -

ent re view of IFPRI’s 2020 Vi sion for Food, Ag ri cul ture, and the En vi -
ron ment ini tia tive re ports that the ini tia tive has had sub stan tial im pacts on 
re search ers, edu ca tors, and global pol icy lead ers in both de vel oped and
de vel op ing coun tries. The ini tia tive, which pro vides highly ac ces si ble,
research- based in for ma tion to gov ern ment of fi cials and de vel op ment
pro fes sion als, has made a sig nifi cant con tri bu tion to the knowl edge base
that de ci sion mak ers around the world use to guide pro gram and pol icy
choices. The ini tia tive helps keep food and ag ri cul tural is sues in de vel op -
ing coun tries on the agenda for do nors and gov ern ments, and yet costs
less than $1 mil lion a year.

In the early 1990s, in ter na tional sup port for ag ri cul tural re search
was in de cline and gov ern ments were turn ing their at ten tion away
from ag ri cul ture and ru ral de vel op ment.  In 1993, con cerned that 
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 future food needs might go un met, IFPRI launched the 2020 Vi sion
ini tia tive to re fo cus at ten tion on ag ri cul tural de vel op ment and to
stimu late de bate on criti cal world food is sues. The ini tia tive fo cuses
on three main audi ences: re search ers and edu ca tors; pol icy lead ers in
de vel oped coun tries, in clud ing the do nor com mu nity, in ter na tional
non gov ern men tal organizations, and in ter na tional fi nan cial in sti tu -
tions; and de ci sion mak ers in de vel op ing coun tries. 

An ini tial phase aimed pri mar ily at reach ing the first two groups
with in for ma tion, while a sec ond phase, which is just be gin ning, will
help to cre ate and sus tain re gion ally based net works so that
developing- country re search ers and poli cy mak ers can lead their own
country- specific “vi sion ing” pro cesses. To date, IFPRI has held more
than 90 meet ings in over 40 coun tries to con sult with and con vey find -
ings to these audi ences. The ini tia tive has sent out more than 400,000
pub li ca tions, half of these to the de vel op ing world. In a read er ship sur -
vey, 98 per cent of those who re sponded found them use ful. 

Cata lyz ing Con sen sus and Stimu lat ing Ac tion

A re cent in de pend ent re view of the ini tia tive found that the 2020
 Vi sion ini tia tive has had a highly sig nifi cant im pact in terms of

reach ing all three audi ences with 2020 ma te ri als.  The three com mu ni -
ties have be come highly aware of the find ings of the ini tia tive through
the nu mer ous 2020 pub li ca tions and meet ings.

The re view also con cludes that the 2020 Vi sion ini tia tive has gone
be yond merely reach ing these audi ences and has helped to cata lyze a
con sen sus for ac tion among gov ern ments, do nors, and other in sti tu -
tions out side and within the de vel op ing world. For ex am ple, as part of
the ini tia tive, IFPRI de vel oped an eco nomic model of world food sup -
ply and de mand. This eco nomic model, now rou tinely in cluded in dis -
cus sions about world food pro jec tions by key in ter na tional play ers
such as USAID, has helped make IFPRI one of the top sources of in -
for ma tion in the pub lic de bate on world food pros pects.

Other or gani za tions use the many topi cal briefs, work ing pa pers,
and re gional ac tion syn the ses pre pared by the 2020 Vi sion ini tia tive to
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lobby for ac tion, help draft leg is la tion, or pre pare in ter nal pro gram
strat egy docu ments. These as so cia tions in clude mul ti lat eral fi nan cial
in sti tu tions, such as the World Bank, the Af ri can De vel op ment Bank,
and the Inter- American De vel op ment Bank; de vel op ment agen cies,
in clud ing the United Na tions World Food Pro gramme and the Ja pan
In ter na tional Co op era tion Agency; and non gov ern men tal or gani za -
tions and re search and ad vo cacy or gani za tions, such as the World Re -
sources In sti tute, Bread for the World, and World Vi sion. 

Through its ini tial con sul ta tions with re gional ex perts from Af rica, 
Asia, and Latin Amer ica, the ini tia tive helped build con sen sus for ac -
tion in de vel op ing coun tries them selves. Analy ses and rec om men da -
tions were de vel oped by ex perts from each re gion for that par ticu lar
area, pub lished as a syn the sis docu ment, and widely dis trib uted. The
Af ri can De vel op ment Bank re di rected funds to and within ag ri cul ture
as a re sult of the rec om mended strat egy. In Asia, the Min is ter of Ag ri -
cul ture of Ne pal used 2020 ma te ri als to de velop the na tional ag ri cul -
tural plan. In Latin Amer ica the Inter- American De vel op ment Bank
sup ported four re gional work shops to pro mote country- level ac tion.

The re view also finds that the 2020 Vi sion ini tia tive has had suc -
cess in help ing to turn a con sen sus for ac tion into real ac tion by the 
 international com mu nity. In for ma tion from 2020 has ef fec tively changed
minds and even af fected or gan iza tional strate gies and bud g ets. For ex -
am ple, one of the most con sis tent mes sages to emerge from the 2020
ini tia tive is the need to in crease fund ing for in ter na tional ag ri cul tural
re search. In Aus tra lia, Au sAID used 2020 ma te ri als to sup port its own
na tional ef fort to in crease fund ing for ag ri cul ture. The budget for in -
ter na tional ag ri cul ture re search there al most quad ru pled from 1993 to
1998. In Den mark, Danida staff also used 2020 ma te ri als to urge in -
creases in spend ing on ag ri cul tural de vel op ment.  Be tween 1995 and
1998, bi lat eral spend ing on ag ri cul tural de vel op ment more than dou -
bled from 1994 lev els.
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Pol icy Re search Makes a Dif fer ence

De ter min ing how pol icy re search af fects pol icy choices is not
easy. Re search is only one source of in for ma tion reach ing poli -

cy mak ers. Many groups, in clud ing ad vo cacy or gani za tions and the
me dia, bom bard the de ci sion maker with dif fer ent points of view. In
ad di tion, poli cy mak ers in varia bly take poli tics, not just data, into ac -
count when they make their de ci sions. None the less, IFPRI’s ex pe ri -
ence shows that it is pos si ble to dis cern links be tween re search and
pol icy ac tions. While IFPRI was not the sole in flu ence on the pol icy
changes de scribed here, re search con ducted by IFPRI and its
developing- country part ners was clearly a key ele ment in the de ci sion -
mak ing pro cess. 

The con crete re sults of pol icy re search can be dif fi cult to see and
may take time to emerge. None the less, bet ter in for ma tion has the great 
po ten tial to lead to bet ter, more ef fec tive ac tion, not only sav ing
money, but also, more im por tantly, sav ing and im prov ing lives.
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Summary

  Coun try         Pol icy ques tion
         IFPRI re search
     find ings or ac tivi ties         Pol icy de ci sions                    Im pacts

Bang la desh How can the gov ern ment
make its food pro grams 
more ef fi cient? 

• Ru ral food ra tion pro gram
suf fers from in ef fi cient 
 management and “leak ages”
of food to better- off
house holds.

• De sign better- targeted 
 programs, such as Food-
for- Education.

• Elimi nate ru ral ra tion
pro gram.

• Im prove food and nu tri tion
se cu rity through pro grams
bet ter tar geted to the poor.

• Save gov ern ment $60 mil -
lion on in ef fec tive pro gram.

Ma lawi How can Ma lawi in crease its
ca pac ity to con duct food 
 policy analy sis?

• Im prove in for ma tion avail -
able to poli cy mak ers.

• Pro vide staff with ad di tional 
edu ca tion and train ing.

• Im ple ment a food and nu tri -
tion moni tor ing sys tem.

• Es tab lish mas ter’s de gree
pro gram and ex ecu tive 
 training pro grams at Bunda 
 College. 

• Im prove gov ern ment re -
sponse to fam ine and food
and ag ri cul tural cri ses.

• In crease ana lyti cal and de ci -
sion mak ing ca pac ity in gov -
ern ment and at uni ver sity.

Paki stan Can the gov ern ment re duce
ex pen di tures on wheat ra tion
shops with out hurt ing the
poor?

• Not many poor use the 
 ration shops.

• Sig nifi cant amounts of food
go to better- off house holds.

• Elimi nate wheat ra tion
shops.

• Save mil lions on pro gram
costs with out in creas ing
pov erty or food in se cu rity.  



Viet Nam Should rice mar ket ing poli cies 
be changed? 

• Higher ex ports would in -
crease de mand for Viet nam -
ese rice.

• More rice ex ports will raise
na tional in come with out in -
creas ing hun ger or pov erty.

• Pri vate sec tor in volve ment
in rice mar ket ing will im -
prove mar ket ef fi ciency.

• Raise rice ex port quo tas.

• Lift in ter nal re stric tions on
rice trade.

• In volve pri vate sec tor more
in mar ket ing.

• Viet Nam’s na tional in come
in creases by at least $60
mil lion.

• Rice con sum ers out side Viet 
Nam gain from lower in ter -
na tional rice prices.

 Mul ti ple What are the costs and bene -
fits of food sub si dies? How
can food sub si dies be bet ter
tar geted? 

• Broad sub si dies can bene fit
the poor but costs are high.

• Sub si dies are tar geted to ur -
ban ar eas, rather than the
often- needier ru ral ones.

• Better- off house holds of ten
get a large pro por tion of the
sub sidy.

• De vel op ment prac ti tio ners
and gov ern ment of fi cials use 
IFPRI’s re search to de sign
and im ple ment food sub sidy
pro grams around the world.

• Better- targeted sub sidy pro -
grams are bet ter at reach ing
the poor and more cost-
 effective. 

Global How should gov ern ments and
de vel op ment agen cies help
en sure that fu ture world food
de mand is met?

• Gov ern ments and de vel op -
ment agen cies should act to
in crease spend ing on ag ri -
cul tural re search.

• Gov ern ments in crease funds
for ag ri cul tural re search.

•  Mul ti lat eral in sti tu tions re -
di rect funds to ag ri cul ture.

• Gov ern ments and de vel op -
ment agen cies are more
aware of the im por tance of
dedi cat ing re sources to ag ri -
cul tural re search to meet 
 future food needs in a sus -
tain able way.



Case Stud ies 

Suresh Babu. “Im pact of Pol icy Re search on Re source Al lo ca tion and
Food Se cu rity: A Case Study of IFPRI’s Re search in Bang la desh.” 
Im pact As sess ment Dis cus sion Pa per. Wash ing ton, D.C.: In ter na -
tional Food Pol icy Re search In sti tute, forth com ing.

Cur tis Far rar. “A Re view of Food Sub sidy Re search at IFPRI.” Im pact
As sess ment Dis cus sion Pa per. Wash ing ton, D.C.: In ter na tional
Food Pol icy Re search In sti tute, forth com ing. 

Yas sir Is lam and James L. Gar rett. “IFPRI and the Abo li tion of the
Wheat Flour Ra tion Shops in Paki stan: A Case Study on Poli cy -
mak ing and the Use and Im pact of Re search.” Im pact As sess ment
Dis cus sion Pa per 1. Wash ing ton, D.C.: In ter na tional Food Pol icy
Re search In sti tute, 1997.

Rob ert L. Paarl berg. “Ex ter nal Im pact As sess ment of IFPRI’s 2020
Vi sion for Food, Ag ri cul ture, and the En vi ron ment Ini tia tive.” Im -
pact As sess ment Dis cus sion Pa per 10. Wash ing ton, D.C.: In ter na -
tional Food Pol icy Re search In sti tute, 1999.

James G. Ryan. “As sess ing the Im pact of Rice Pol icy Changes in Viet
Nam and the Con tri bu tion of Pol icy Re search.” Im pact As sess -
ment Dis cus sion Pa per 8. Wash ing ton, D.C.: In ter na tional Food
Pol icy Re search In sti tute, 1999.

James G. Ryan. “As sess ing the Im pact of Pol icy Re search and Ca pac -
ity Build ing by IFPRI with Ma lawi.” Im pact As sess ment Dis cus -
sion Pa per. Wash ing ton, D.C.: In ter na tional Food Pol icy Re search
In sti tute, forth com ing. 

18






