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For more than three decades, the International Food Policy Research Institute’s (IFPRI) research in the 

Latin America and Caribbean (LAC) region has produced rigorous evidence, leading to innovative 

market and trade policies and to effective social protection and nutritional programs. In addition, 

IFPRI’s research has enhanced the region’s capacity to forge and implement policies and investments 

for improved food and nutrition security, livelihoods, and resilience.

In the 1980s and early 1990s, IFPRI’s work in LAC centered on global and regional issues, particularly on the role of 

market and trade policies in increasing agricultural productivity for improved food security and poverty alleviation. 

One of IFPRI’s key early research projects shed light on the bias against agriculture in the trade, macroeconomic, 

and pricing policies of developing countries, including Chile and Argentina, and called for improvements in 

agricultural markets and reduction in trade distortions. IFPRI’s research also revealed the significant poverty-

reducing potential of increased public investment in agriculture in fragile lands. In addition, IFPRI published a 

landmark report in 1980 that showed how reducing agricultural trade protection in developed countries could 

have positive effects for developing countries, including those in LAC. With its trade research, IFPRI generated 

rigorous evidence on the effects of trade liberalization in LAC, which guided policy dialogues and decisions in the 

region—work that continues today. For example, IFPRI set up a regional food policy network in Central America, 

in partnership with the Regional Unit for Technical Assistance (RUTA), to promote research and regional policy 

discussions on free trade agreements such as the Central American Free Trade Agreement. By the mid-1990s, IFPRI’s 

work in LAC focused more on providing direct support to national and local governments and stakeholders in 

tackling challenges affecting the well-being and livelihoods of the poor. This brochure highlights the national 

and local collaborations IFPRI has been engaged in, including designing effective social protection and nutrition 

intervention programs, developing new tools for making strategic investments and policies, and presenting 

evidence and solutions to combat the devastating effects of climate change and plant diseases.

Designing Social Protection Programs Using Evidence

The mid-1990s economic crisis in Latin America 

threatened to sharply increase poverty and left many 

people vulnerable. In response, governments in Latin 

America developed and implemented innovative 

social protection programs in the form of conditional 

cash transfers (CCTs). To examine the impact of these 

programs, several governments called on IFPRI to 

conduct rigorous evaluations. IFPRI’s pioneering work 

not only measured impact, but also fostered a culture of 

evaluation that spurred program improvements.

Mexico was one of the first countries in Latin America 

to provide CCTs to improve health, nutrition, and 
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education through a program called Programa de 

Educación, Salud y Alimentación (PROGRESA), later 

named Oportunidades, and now called Prospera. In 

1999, the Mexican government wanted an independent 

assessment of PROGRESA, so it commissioned IFPRI 

to conduct the program’s first extensive evaluation. 

Research results found that the program contributed 

to reducing poverty by 17 percent between 1997 and 

1999, and to improvements in health and nutrition for 

both adults and children, school enrollment rates of 

girls, and women’s bargaining power. In 2001, largely 

because of IFPRI’s evaluation, the Inter-American 

Development Bank (IDB) approved its largest loan to 

date to support the expansion of PROGRESA. According 

to the independent Ex-Post Impact Assessment Review 

of IFPRI’s Research Program on Social Protection, 

2000–2012, “IFPRI’s work with PROGRESA was key to 

government acceptance of the importance of using 

evidence in developing social protection policies and 

programming.” In fact, when a new political party 

took power in 2000, the focus on evidence-based policy 

making aided the smooth transition of PROGRESA to the 

new government, even expanding the program’s scope.

In 2003, the government of Brazil consolidated four 

different social protection programs, creating the 

largest CCT program in the world—Bolsa Família—that 

assisted over 14 million poor Brazilian families. From 

2009 to 2010, IFPRI, in collaboration with the Ministry 

of Social Development and Hunger Alleviation, the 

United Nations Development Program, and the World 

Bank, assessed the program’s specific impact on 

women’s empowerment, girls’ schooling, and labor 

supply dynamics. According to IFPRI’s assessments, Bolsa 

Família was improving lives by empowering women in 

urban areas, increasing children’s school participation, 

particularly for girls, and improving maternal and child 

health. In 2010, at a joint press conference held by the 

Ministry of Social Development and Hunger Alleviation 

and IFPRI, then-minister Márcia Lopes referred to IFPRI’s 

findings when she discussed how the program had 

changed the lives of millions of families.
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Similar to Mexico and Brazil, the Government of 

Nicaragua designed a social protection program, the 

Red de Protección Social (RPS), in 2000 to tackle severe 

human development challenges, such as high infant 

mortality and stunting. IDB provided Nicaragua with 

a loan to help finance this program, and as part of 

this loan, an impact evaluation was commissioned. In 

2002, IFPRI conducted the study Impact Evaluation of 

a Conditional Cash Transfer Program: The Nicaraguan 

Red de Protección Social, which identified the 

program’s key nutritional successes. RPS beneficiaries 

used their cash transfers to purchase more diverse 

food, and stunting was reduced by 6 percentage 

points. According to the Ex-Post Impact Assessment 

Review of IFPRI’s Research Program on Social Protection, 

2000–2012, IFPRI’s research helped convince the 

government that RPS achieved its objectives, meriting 

an extension and expansion of the program that 

was implemented in 2003.

At a Brookings Institution press conference in 2007 for 

his book on PROGRESA/Oportunidades, Santiago Levy, 

considered the spiritual father of PROGRESA, said, “the 

International Food Policy Research Institute played an 

important role because a decision was made that . . . 

the evaluations would be carried out by an external 

agency, and that they had a free check to do with the 

results whatever they wanted to do . . . Evaluation has 

played an essential role in PROGRESA because it makes 

credible the fact that the program is working . . . [It] also 

helped us to change the program and to improve the 

program, because many issues were not solved from 

the beginning.”
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Cultivating Effective 
Nutritional Interventions

One of IFPRI’s earliest nutrition projects in LAC 

examined food-assisted maternal and child health 

and nutrition programs in Haiti. Traditionally, these 

programs administered nutritional interventions 

to children under five years of age only after they 

became undernourished—the recuperative approach. 

Although new scientific evidence was surfacing that 

children under two years of age were more responsive 

to nutritional interventions, evidence was still lacking 

that this preventive approach would work in large-

scale programs. From 2002 to 2006, IFPRI collaborated 

with Cornell University, the United States Agency 

for International Development (USAID), and World 

Vision in Haiti to compare the two approaches. The 

study, Prevention or Cure? Comparing Preventive 

and Recuperative Approaches to Targeting Maternal 

and Child Health and Nutrition Programs in Rural 

Haiti, revealed that children who received the 

preventive approach experienced less stunting and 

wasting. The compelling results contributed to global 

acceptance of this new approach to combating child 

undernutrition. In fact, all organizations that were 

part of the 2008 USAID Title II Program adopted the 

preventive approach as recommended by the study. 

The evaluation also encouraged World Vision to 

modify their programs in Central America and Ethiopia, 

adopting the new approach.

In Guatemala in 2004, IFPRI, in partnership with the 

US National Institutes of Health and the National 

Science Foundation, conducted a groundbreaking 

evaluation of the long-term impact of early childhood 

nutritional interventions. Data were collected on adults 

who had been enrolled in a nutritional intervention 

study from 1969 to 1977, which randomly assigned 

nutritious and less-nutritious supplements in two 

villages. The paper, Effect of a Nutrition Intervention 

during Early Childhood on Economic Productivity in 

Guatemalan Adults, showed that exposure to nutritious 

supplements before the age of two substantially 

improved the welfare of children when they became 

adults, increasing men’s wages by 46 percent and 

raising the educational completion level of women by 

one to two grades. This was the first direct evidence 

that investments in preschool nutrition yield high 

returns in adulthood and can contribute to economic 

growth. This study influenced the Copenhagen 

Consensus to urge decision makers to prioritize 

nutritional interventions for children. Several agencies 

and organizations drew from this evaluation in forging 

their nutrition strategies, including the World Bank’s 

Repositioning Nutrition as Central to Development, 

UNICEF’s Ending Child Hunger and Undernutrition 

Initiative, and the UK Department for International 

Development’s (DFID) nutrition strategy. Together with 

the findings in Haiti, this study in Guatemala helped 

convince the global nutrition community, including the 

Scaling Up Nutrition Movement, to adopt a child’s first 

1,000 days as the critical window of opportunity for 

improving nutrition. In addition, findings from IFPRI’s 

nutrition work in LAC underpinned the development of 

the IFPRI-led CGIAR Research Program on Agriculture 

for Nutrition and Health’s (A4NH) strategy and work.
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With robust evidence supporting the importance of 

nutrition, the Government of Guatemala launched the 

Zero Hunger Pact (Pacto Hambre Cero) in 2010 with 

a mission to significantly reduce chronic malnutrition 

in children under five by 2015. IFPRI worked with 

Guatemala’s Secretaría de Seguridad Alimentaria y 

Nutricional (SESAN), Instituto Nacional de Estadística 

(INE), and Ministerio de Finanzas Públicas (MINFIN) 

to evaluate the program, present recommendations 

for improvements, and provide technical assistance 

and trainings on research methods and policy analysis. 

From 2010 to 2014, the Government of Guatemala and 

its partners reduced chronic malnutrition in children 

under five by 2 percent. The strong emphasis on 

sound research during this collaboration promoted a 

culture of evaluation and accountability in Guatemala’s 

nutrition policy sector. As a result, the Zero Hunger 

Pact adopted a rigorous and regular monitoring and 

evaluation system called SIMON—a tool for monitoring 

public expenditures and tangible goals. Moreover, the 

government that took office in 2016 is implementing a 

new program that draws on IFPRI’s recommendations: 

ensuring that each child is given a full intervention 

package, prioritizing areas with high malnutrition rates, 

changing the focus from the number of interventions 

to the number of beneficiaries, incorporating mobile 

phone delivery of interventions, and strengthening the 

delivery infrastructure.

From 2011 to 2016, IFPRI, in collaboration with Mercy 

Corps and with support from USAID, designed and 

evaluated the Programa Comunitario Materno Infantil 

de Diversificación Alimentaria (PROCOMIDA)—a 

nutrition program aimed at improving the health and 

nutritional status of pregnant and lactating women 

and children under two years old in Guatemala 

through food ration distribution, behavior change 

communication, and strengthening and promoting the 

use of healthcare services. IFPRI’s assessment showed 

that PROCOMIDA reduced stunting by 10 percentage 

points for children receiving nutrition interventions 

before the age of two.

In Peru in 2013, IFPRI piloted the cutting-edge Happy 

Faces program, designed to decrease micronutrient 

deficiencies in teens through the strategic use of cost-

effective information and communications technologies 

(ICTs). In partnership with IDB, IFPRI used videos to 

educate and encourage teens to take iron supplements. 

Evidence from this study, forthcoming in the American 

Economic Journal: Applied Economics, proved that 
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low-cost ICT interventions can effectively improve 

adolescents’ nutrition, in this case reducing anemia 

by 50 percent. Moreover, ICTs indirectly improved 

cognitive functioning and increased aspirations for 

upward mobility among program participants. In a 

related project, IFPRI found that ICTs are useful for 

changing the behaviors of parents too. This study 

assessed knowledge transfer from teens to their 

parents, using ICTs in agricultural production practices 

in rural areas of Peru. Research results, published 

in Agricultural Extension through Information 

Technologies in Schools: Do the Cobbler’s Parents 

Go Barefoot?, indicated that parents’ knowledge of 

agricultural practices increased by 26–34 percent, with 

14–18 percent adopting these practices in their farms.

Building Capacity for Strategic 
Policies and Investments

Ineffective investments and policies can be partly 

attributed to limited information. To help policy makers 

in LAC make informed decisions, IFPRI has used its 

research and economic modeling expertise to develop 

region-specific tools that enhance policy makers’ access 

to data, analyses, and trends.

Peru has enjoyed sustained periods of economic growth 

in the last two decades, but efforts to include the rural 

poor have had little success. Part of the challenge lies in 

the diverse agricultural and economic characteristics of 

rural regions, combined with an array of development 

projects competing for limited resources. In 2013, 

to better target public investments, the Peruvian 

Ministry of Economy and Finance collaborated with 

IFPRI in creating an innovative typology for each 

rural region that ranks development projects based 

on their risks, potential impact on poverty, and costs. 

After a successful pilot in the southern highlands 

of Peru, the typology was scaled up to the national 

level. In planning Peru’s 2015–2016 national budget, 

the Ministry of Economy and Finance integrated the 

typology into its National System of Public Investments; 

it was used to target and prioritize about US$1 billion 

of public expenditure in rural development projects.

Open and accessible data and capacity building are 

critical for food security in the region. In 2015, IFPRI, 

with support from USAID, launched the Central 

America and the Caribbean Food Security Portal 

(CAC-FSP) to provide Central American policy makers 

country- and region-specific information on indicators 

for food security and nutrition while incorporating 

global issues and trends impacting the region. CAC-

FSP is a source of early-warning indicators, specialized 

maps on issues affecting food security, relevant media 

articles, and food security–related research and 

information. Valuable virtual dialogues on timely issues 

also take place through the CAC-FSP to allow broad 
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information-sharing regarding lessons learned and 

potential paths forward. The CAC-FSP was developed 

out of the Food Security Portal (FSP) in partnership 

with the European Commission, the Swiss Development 

Corporation, and the IFPRI-led CGIAR Research Program 

on Policies, Institutions, and Markets (PIM).

Agricultural research and development (R&D) promotes 

innovations that improve agricultural growth, poverty 

reduction, and food and nutrition security. However, 

investments in agricultural R&D have remained low for 

developing countries in LAC. To aid policy makers in 

understanding the importance of agricultural R&D and 

to increase accountability, the IFPRI-led Agricultural 

Science and Technology Indicators (ASTI) initiative, in 

partnership with IDB, collected data and analyzed 

investments in agricultural research and development 

in South America and Mexico. In 2009, ASTI reports 

contributed to the Honduran Ministry of Finance’s 

review of public investment programs, which found 

that agricultural R&D investments in Honduras were 

very low. A few years later, the Honduras Agriculture 

Sector Country Investment Plan 2011–2014 highlighted 

an increase in funding for agricultural R&D. Recently, 

ASTI released two regional reports describing the 

main trends and challenges: Agricultural Research in 

Latin America and the Caribbean: A Cross-Country 

Analysis of Institutions, Investment, and Capacities and 

Productivity and the Performance of Agriculture in 

Latin America and the Caribbean: From the Lost Decade 

to the Commodity Boom.
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Strengthening Resilience

Climate change and agricultural diseases threaten the 

food security and livelihoods of many poor people in 

developing countries. IFPRI’s research in Latin America 

examined these environmental shocks, helping to 

bring the urgency of adaptation and mitigation to the 

forefront and to convince policy makers to act to build 

the poor’s resilience.

In the 2000s, little was known about the impact 

of climate change or climate-smart policies and 

technologies in Latin America. In 2009, IFPRI, in 

partnership with the CGIAR Research Program on 

Climate Change, Agriculture and Food Security 

(CCAFS), evaluated the impact of climate change on 

agricultural production in Brazil, Mexico, and Peru 

using the forward-looking International Model for 

Policy Analysis of Agricultural Commodities and Trade 

(IMPACT). The study Agriculture, Incomes, and Gender 

in Latin America by 2050: An Assessment of Climate 

Change Impacts and Household Resilience for Brazil, 

Mexico, and Peru projected that the poor will suffer 

most from climate change because food available to 

sustain poor families will decrease with the decline of 

crop yields in Brazil and Peru and some staple crops 

in Mexico. This assessment informed climate change 

strategies in Mexico. In 2013, IFPRI’s research was used 

during discussions at the Mexican National Congress 

that led the Congress to make strong commitments to 

climate change adaptation and mitigation. A Senate 

member used IFPRI’s data and findings in an official 

communication to encourage support for sustainable 

development, management of natural resources, and 

food security in Mexico.

In Uruguay, access to agricultural insurance for 

smoothing income and production during extreme 

weather attributed to climate change has been 

limited, leaving many smallholder farmers exposed. 

9

https://ccafs.cgiar.org/
https://ccafs.cgiar.org/
https://ccafs.cgiar.org/
http://ebrary.ifpri.org/utils/getfile/collection/p15738coll2/id/128668/filename/128879.pdf
http://ebrary.ifpri.org/utils/getfile/collection/p15738coll2/id/128668/filename/128879.pdf
http://ebrary.ifpri.org/utils/getfile/collection/p15738coll2/id/128668/filename/128879.pdf
http://ebrary.ifpri.org/utils/getfile/collection/p15738coll2/id/128668/filename/128879.pdf
http://www3.diputados.gob.mx/camara/content/download/314371/1075673
http://www3.diputados.gob.mx/camara/content/download/314371/1075673


In 2011, the Uruguayan Ministry of Agriculture, IDB, 

IFPRI, insurance company Banco de Seguros del Estado, 

weather agency Instituto Nacional de Meteorología, 

Universidad ORT, and survey firm Grupo RADAR 

designed and piloted a cutting-edge, flexible, and 

simple index-based insurance product providing 

coverage for select horticultural products in the 

southern region of Canelones. Initial findings from an 

evaluation of the pilot, which will be published in 2017, 

demonstrated that farmers became better educated 

about how to protect their financial stability and were 

better able to cope with climate-related shocks. In 

addition, the insurance product enhanced the Ministry 

of Agriculture’s efficiency in handling agricultural 

losses. By knowing exactly what is owed to farmers 

during crop failures, the ministry avoids long and costly 

negotiations and bargaining to determine payouts. The 

success of the pilot encouraged the Government of 

Uruguay to expand coverage to citrus crops and grains 

in other regions.

In 2012, a fungal infection affecting coffee plants—

coffee rust—spread throughout Central America, 

resulting in an average 21 percent decline in harvest for 

the 2012/2013 season, and intensifying to 29 percent 

for the 2013/2014 season. Such a devastating disease 

not only affects yields, it also has a significant negative 

impact on poverty. IFPRI, with support from the IFPRI-

led CGIAR Research Program on Policies, Institutions, 

and Markets (PIM), partnered with IDB to measure 

the impact of coffee rust on poverty in Costa Rica, 

El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, and Nicaragua. 

The resulting report, Los Efectos de la Roya en las 

Economías Centroamericanas (The effects of coffee rust 

in Central American economies), also calculated the 

investment necessary to solve the coffee rust problem 

and to deliver social protection transfers to affected 

farming families. In its Review of the Bank Sector’s 

Support to Agriculture, 2002–2014: Evidence from 

Key Thematic Areas, IDB drew from IFPRI’s research on 

coffee rust to show gaps in national agricultural health 

and food safety in the region that caused substantial 

economic losses. IFPRI’s findings helped policy makers 

and large coffee producers realize the magnitude 

of the coffee rust problem, urging immediate and 

coordinated action.
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STRENGTHENING 
SOUTH-SOUTH LEARNING
Brazil has made impressive progress in reducing poverty. Rural 

poverty has been cut almost in half, from 51 percent in 2002 

to 29 percent in 2011, and family farmers’ incomes grew by 

50 percent. These results were achieved partially through 

Fomento, a set of government-run social programs targeting 

smallholder farmers. When a program shows such promising 

outcomes, it raises the question: Can this program be repli-

cated in other countries?

In 2013, based on the experience of Fomento, IFPRI designed 

and implemented similar but tailored programs in Malawi and 

Senegal in partnership with DFID, the National Smallholder 

Farmers Association of Malawi (NASFAM) and Innovations for 

Poverty Action in Malawi, and Fédération des Organisations 

Non-Gouvernementales du Sénégal (FONGS) in Senegal. 

After one year of implementation in Senegal, those who 

received cash transfers produced agricultural outputs worth 

100 percent more than the cash transfer; further, they invested 

in additional livestock for the next rainy season. In Malawi, 

there were also large returns to the cash and input transfers 

after one year of implementation. The project and its interme-

diate results have been discussed with government officials 

from Brazil, Malawi, and Senegal. Brazil hopes to learn from 

this collaboration to improve its strategic planning for aid and 

development in Africa.

Looking Forward

For more than 30 years, IFPRI’s research and 

collaboration in Latin America and the Caribbean have 

contributed to positive changes in the region, including 

enhancing the culture of accountability and generating 

groundbreaking evidence that has strengthened 

resilience, improved nutrition, and spurred strategic 

food security policies and investments. Moreover, 

IFPRI’s work in the region helped strengthen the 

capacity of policy makers, development practitioners, 

and stakeholders to conduct sound evaluations, data 

analysis, and economic modeling. IFPRI’s work has led 

to economic and nutritional improvements in Brazil, 

Guatemala, Mexico, and Nicaragua, with lessons 

that even spill over to Africa. Moving forward, the 

region faces the challenges of poverty, high rates of 

undernutrition, economic inequality, climate change, 

and inadequate public investments. To accelerate 

progress, IFPRI will continue to engage stakeholders 

from various interrelated sectors (including agriculture, 

finance, nutrition, research, and social protection) in 

Latin America and the Caribbean to promote evidence-

based policy making and investments to ensure 

improved livelihoods, poverty alleviation, and food and 

nutrition security.
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