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Since 1995, the 2020 Vision Initiative within IFPRI has organized 
periodic international multistakeholder conferences for 
dialogue, debate, information sharing, and consensus building. 
The sixth of these conferences was the Conference on “Building 
Resilience for Food and Nutrition Security,” held in Addis Ababa, 
Ethiopia, May 15–17, 2014. The conference was undertaken at a 
time when the concept of resilience had already gained 
widespread attention among donors, intergovernmental 
organizations, and nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), as a 
way to bridge humanitarian relief interventions and longer-term 
economic or agricultural development, in hopes of escaping 
cycles of recurring crisis. The objectives of the conference were 
to build on this growing concern and: articulate an intellectual 
framework for resilience; identify key emerging shocks that pose 
the biggest threats to food and nutrition security, where 
resilience needs to be significantly strengthened; assess 
experiences through case studies and draw out lessons from 
programs, policies, institutions, and investments around the 
world; identify key approaches and tools to build resilience to 
shocks; set priorities for action by different actors and in 
different regions; and identify knowledge and action gaps in 
research, policy, and programming that need to be met or scaled 
up in order to successfully build resilience to food and nutrition 
insecurity.  

Conference activities included presentations by more than 
140 experts and practitioners, both in plenary and parallel 
sessions. In addition to the main program, the conference 
featured 16 side events on the day before the conference 
formally opened, plus 5 more side events on the first day of the 
conference. The conference also provided a “Knowledge Fair” 
both online and throughout the three days of the conference to 
facilitate networking, brainstorming, and cross-sector 
collaboration. The 2020 Conference was by invitation only and 
final participation was almost 800. 

Assessing the impact of this Conference is a task 
complicated by multiple issues such as impact coverage and 
attribution. The assessment was undertaken within a few 
months of the actual conference, so only short term impacts can 
be described in detail. The assessment methods used here 
include surveys of conferees, Internet searches, website and 
literature searches, and extensive personal interviews. 
Distinctions are drawn between impacts on individuals, on 
institutions, and on IFPRI itself.  

IMPACTS ON INDIVIDUAL PARTICIPANTS 
Surveys conducted before and after the conference confirmed 
that the 2020 Conference did deliver new knowledge to those 
who participated, first by making available a wide range of 
specialists representing multiple fields, and second by making 
available written materials suitable both for use and for sharing 
with colleagues following the conference. The professional 
views of conference attendees were changed very little by the 
conference, yet this was to be expected, given the seniority of 
those in attendance. The surveys also showed that the vast 
majority of Conference participants made valuable new 
professional contacts in Addis, and most expected these to last. 

IMPACTS ON PROFESSIONAL DISCOURSE 

Another arena in which to look for impacts from the 2020 
Conference was the arena of professional discourse. To what 
extent did the Conference “change the conversation” 
surrounding resilience of food and nutrition security? Media 
coverage was monitored and found to be most intense during 
the week of the conference itself, tapering off quickly 
thereafter. Google Analytics provided an analysis of the use of 
the Conference website. Over a one year period to September 1, 
2014, a total of 14,598 separate users visited the site, engaging in 
a total of 28,223 separate sessions. The average number of page 
views per session was 3.12, and the average session duration 
was 4 minutes and 22 seconds. Use of the Conference website 
was genuinely international. In all, visitors from 100 different 
countries used the site, including 33 different African countries.  

The use of Twitter and other social media can be an 
indicator of the intensity of interest in an event, including in real 
time while that event is underway. Using a TweetReach 
(http://tweetreach.com/about/) service, it was possible to 
reconstruct the number of unique Twitter users that tweeted 
about the search term #2020resilience over a 9-day period, April 
14–22, 2014. Over this period, 220 contributors tweeted with this 
search term, a total number of 669 tweets were sent, and the 
total number of followers reached was 451,679. The 2020 
Conference also sought to add resources to the Mendeley 
Group, 2020 Building Resilience for Food and Nutrition Security. 
Readership of Mendeley publications will emerge as another 
metric for measuring Conference impact.   

Internet searches for the themes of the Conference 
revealed little change in post-Conference patterns compared to 
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pre-Conference patterns. Changing the larger conversation in 
Cyberspace about resilience and food and nutrition security was 
probably too much to ask from the 2020 Conference. Resilience 
issues had been a prominent focus of international discussions 
at least since 2011, so the concept had already attained a mature 
and stable visibility on the Internet well before the 2020 
Conference in May 2014. The 2020 Conference did a much better 
job of increasing attention to its themes among the many 
different organizations that participated in the conference. 
When pre-conference and post-conference searches were 
conducted on the websites of these organizations (i.e., those 
with searchable websites), a post-conference increase in 
attention to the theme “resilience for food and nutrition 
security” was widely noted.  

IMPACTS ON THE ORGANIZATIONS THAT PARTICIPATED 

At the level of organizations, another method for detailing 
impacts from the 2020 Conference was to examine the actual 
resilience work done by those organizations prior to the 2020 
Conference, and then to check three months later for any 
changes that might be attributable to the conference. Google 
searches, and institutional web site searches, and personal 
interviews with a sampling of individuals representing the most 
prominent organizations that participated in the Addis 
conference were used to reconstruct these impacts. The 
organizations studied included major donor agencies, leading 
philanthropic foundations, organizations within the United 
Nations system, national governments (including the 
Government of Ethiopia), regional organizations in Africa, 
development and humanitarian relief NGOs, organizations 
within the CGIAR system, and private companies. 

Most of the organizations that sent delegations to the 2020 
Conference had been working in the resilience space for a year 
or more before the conference took place, so the 2020 
Conference was not in a position to set a new agenda for these 
organizations. The Conference was, however, well designed to 
give such organizations a new and unique opportunity to 
advance and expand their existing work in the resilience space, 
by connecting, sharing, and learning from others working in the 
same space. The organizations that came to the Conference 
with a strong and active agenda of their own were those that 
gained the most.  

IMPACTS ON IFPRI ITSELF 
In Addis, IFPRI’s first purpose was to use its convening power to 
help other organizations advance their own work on resilience, 

but a second purpose was to lay a stronger foundation for 
building a research agenda around resilience inside IFPRI itself. 
IFPRI had earlier specified “building resilience” as one of the six 
formal Research Areas listed in its own internal Strategy for 
2013–2018, and the 2020 Conference in Addis was designed as an 
important step down this path.  

A single 2020 Conference would not be enough to support a 
move by IFPRI to create a full research agenda around resilience. 
Knowing this, IFPRI built in a schedule of important follow-on 
events, including a small format conference convened at IFPRI 
headquarters in November 2014, bringing together key 
researchers, donors, the private sector, and NGOs, to identify 
knowledge gaps and brainstorm around the appropriate content 
of a research agenda on resilience. It will require a number of 
months for IFPRI to develop a new cross-divisional research 
agenda around resilience, and still more time to raise the needed 
money from an appropriate consortium of funders, and then 
finally to assemble the multidisciplinary research team needed 
to pursue this agenda, but as of November 2014, IFPRI was 
committed to developing this forward looking resilience 
research thrust, to leverage the substantial investment earlier 
made on its 2020 Conference in Addis  

SUMMARY 

IFPRI’s 2020 conference in May 2014 did generate a wide variety 
of short-term impacts, some larger than others, felt both at the 
level of individual conference participants and within the 
organizations that sent them to Addis, and last but not least 
within the organizing institutions. Most of these impacts took 
the form of accelerated learning and increased coordination 
across organizations, for project development and program 
advancement. Many of these impacts were expected to be 
durable rather than just temporary.     

The longer term impacts of the Addis conference will not be 
known for at least another two or three years. These impacts 
will depend in part on the strength of IFPRI’s own efforts, 
currently underway, to leverage its short-term 2020 Conference 
success in Addis into successful collaboration in the design of a 
distinct and fundable research agenda around the topic of 
resilience-building for food and nutrition security. If those 
efforts are successful, the 2020 Conference in Addis in 2014 will 
deserve to be seen as a key enabler for that success. 
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