
The ImpacTs of IfpRI’s Global ReseaRch pRoGRam on The 
susTaInable DevelopmenT of less-favoReD aReas

IFPRI’s Global Research Program on the Sustainable Devel-
opment of Less-Favored Areas was initiated in 1998, with 
the goals of (1) providing empirical evidence on appropriate 
development strategies and public investments for improv-
ing the well-being of individuals living in less-favored areas 
(LFAs); and (2) assessing the appropriate targeting of vari-
ous public investments to favored versus less-favored areas. 
The program’s research activities generally were confined to 
addressing the first of these objectives.

IfpRI’s ReseaRch on less-favoReD lanDs 
The research was primarily undertaken in Ethiopia, Honduras, 
and Uganda, using quantitative livelihoods and bio-economic 
modeling approaches to studying constraints and opportuni-
ties for poor households in less-favored areas (LFAs). 

IFPRI’s work in Honduras, building on its earlier communi-
ty-level research in that country, sought to identify strategies 
and formulate policy recommendations for achieving poverty 
reduction goals while simultaneously promoting sustain-
able land management. Researchers found that households’ 
options for livelihood strategies reflected comparative advan-
tages based on agroclimatic conditions, market access, and 
population density. They found that small farms were more 
receptive than large farms to training and extension in land 
conservation practices, but packages of technologies and 
practices for effecting conservation were limited, especially 
for coffee and livestock producers. And the research showed 
that education, soil fertility, and market access had strong, 
positive effects on earnings.

Based on these findings, the study made a number of policy 
recommendations. It called for more investment in education; 
improvement and enhancement of extension and training in 
soil conservation techniques; development of technologies 
suited to very small plots in environmentally fragile agroeco-
logical environments; greater efforts to develop technologies 
for improving soil fertility and promoting cultivation of more 
profitable nontraditional crops; and increased investment in 
infrastructure in hillside areas.

IFPRI’s first phase of research in Ethiopia found that that 
population pressure and poverty constraints can be overcome 
by the functioning of markets for land, labor, animal power 

and other productive inputs. Second, the research highlighted 
the importance of farmers having access to reliable informa-
tion about profitable economic opportunities and technolo-
gies suited to their circumstances. Third, it was found that 
that credit can help promote more sustainable development 
and land management if it is used to promote profitable live-
lihood opportunities and technologies. In the second phase of 
research, researchers found that land degradation and limited 
market development constrain agricultural productivity, food 
security, and poverty reduction in the Ethiopian highlands 
and that earlier policies had promoted improved agricultural 
production in many areas, but (1) impacts were not positive 
everywhere, especially in drought-prone areas; (2) success in 
some areas was undermined by collapsing prices after bumper 
harvests, because of the thinness of local markets; and (3) 
vulnerability to famine continued to be widespread.

In Uganda, IFPRI’s long-term goal was to contribute to 
improved land management in order to increase agricultural 
productivity, reduce poverty, and ensure the sustainable use of 
natural resources. The immediate goal was to help policymak-
ers identify and assess policy, institutional, and technological 
strategies to improve land management. The research con-
firmed that land degradation is a major problem in Uganda, 
contributing to stagnant or declining agricultural productiv-
ity. The initial causes of soil fertility depletion and produc-
tivity decline include declining use of fallow and increased 
commercialization of agriculture without sufficient addi-
tion of nutrients or protection of the soil. Underlying these 
proximate causes may be many factors, such as population 
pressure; poverty; lack of access to roads, other infrastruc-
ture, and markets; limited farmer awareness of appropriate 
technologies; land fragmentation; and tenure insecurity. Con-
clusive evidence that population growth or high population 
density was the main reason for land degradation was not 
found; rather, lack of farmer awareness of appropriate tech-
nologies appeared to be an important constraint to improved 
land management. The research showed that agricultural 
extension programs were associated with adoption of many 
improved land management practices.

Major workshops held in each country were the principal 
venues for dissemination of the research findings. A primary 
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goal of these workshops was to influence individuals in posi-
tions of authority to act upon those findings, either in terms of 
instituting formal policies or programs or fostering follow-up 
research more directly geared to implementation. The work-
shops were, however, by no means the only outputs from the 
program. The program also generated a wide range of publica-
tions, including dissemination briefs, research reports, papers 
in journals (including special editions containing a series of 
papers generated by the project and related research), and 
a book published in 2006 entitled Strategies for Sustainable 
Land Management in the East African Highlands.

peRcepTIons of The ImpacT of  
IfpRI’s ReseaRch
There was general agreement that IFPRI’s approach to the 
research in Ethiopia, Honduras, and Uganda was rigorous, 
well-conceived, and well-executed and that the information 
generated is highly useful as a description of the realities of 
agricultural households in LFAs. IFPRI researchers were uni-
formly praised for the care with which data collection efforts 
were undertaken and the rigor with which those data were 
analyzed. The training aspect of the research was gener-
ally acknowledged by those involved in the programs. This 
included both the formal graduate training and interaction 
with students and faculty staff at local academic institutions. 
Finally, there was widespread sentiment that the research had 
succeeded in drawing attention to poverty issues in LFAs and 
contributed to policy debates surrounding these issues. IFPRI’s 
research is widely held to have established important baseline 
information for use in monitoring changes that may occur if 
and when policy initiatives are undertaken in the future.

Some shortcomings were identified as well. Concerns 
about analytical methods were expressed by some (primarily 
non-economists). Others reported that there was insufficient 
follow-up for the wider policy community or the general pub-
lic after the high-profile summary workshops that presented 
the research findings and that the academic nature of the 
research outputs was not directly relevant to policymakers. 
Finally, significant concern was expressed about substantial 
lags—upwards of three years—between the time the research 
was completed and the time the main research reports 
were published.

TanGIble InDIcaToRs of The ImpacT of  
IfpRI’s ReseaRch
The research program’s primary contribution was as a bench-
mark. There is widespread sentiment in the participating 
countries that the research generated a useful and much-
needed description of the socioeconomic conditions within 
which poor households operate in less-advantaged regions. 
This information has been of value in subsequent follow-on 
research in terms of problem definition, research focus, and, in 
some cases, site selection. It has also been useful in the design 
and implementation of some rural development projects.

There was considerable variation in the extent to which 
the research program had a direct impact on policy or related 
programs. In Uganda, the preliminary findings of IFPRI’s 
research were, at least for a time, fairly closely linked to the 
government’s agricultural priority-setting process. In the case 
of Ethiopia, in the early years of the research work there was 
a close relationship between the research team, a local uni-
versity, and the regional Bureau of Agriculture. As a result, 
research findings did inform state level policies and programs. 
But as these relationships weakened over time, and particu-
larly once the research work was completed, this influence 
waned. In Honduras, the high degree of collaboration between 
IFPRI researchers and their PRONADERS partners appeared to 
have set the stage for translating research results seamlessly 
into government policy. Unfortunately, the change in govern-
ment midway through the data collection phase of the project 
altered the situation irrevocably.

A number of factors are identified as contributing to the 
difficulty of translating the research findings into actionable 
policies and policy outcomes. First, there are several different 
audiences for research of the sort reviewed here, including 
the broader research and donor communities, the in-country 
policy community, and field practitioners. The information 
demands for each group are by no means the same, and in 
some cases there may in fact be little overlap. Second, the 
intellectual culture at IFPRI favoring academic research suit-
able for publication in scholarly journals can limit the rel-
evance of the research to policymakers (and also to field prac-
titioners). Third, limited on-site representation significantly 
restricts IFPRI’s ability to influence policy debates.

In summary, the sort of research conducted has significant 
potential usefulness to other follow-on research, as well as 
for the design of projects aimed at improving the well-being 
of smallholders in LFAs. It is more difficult to see clear links 
to policymakers who approach their jobs with their own par-
ticular agendas, a conclusion that does not diminish the value 
of the research per se, but calls into question its sustained 
influence on the policymaking process.
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