
IN
S

T
IT

U
T

IO
N

S
 &

G
O

V
E

R
N

A
N

C
E

The centrality of sound institutions and good 

governance in improving agricultural productivity and 

reducing rural poverty, hunger, and malnutrition has 

become widely recognized in recent years. Institutions are the 

systems of rules that constitute the environment within which 

policymaking, cooperation, and innovation occur. Governance 

was defined by the United Nations Development Programme in 

1997 as “the exercise of economic, political, and administrative 

authority to manage a country’s affairs at all levels.” Strong 

institutions allow for more effective management of common-

pool resources and environmental services, while good 

governance facilitates technical dynamism, gender equity, risk 

mitigation, and inclusion of the poor in shared growth.  
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STRENGTHENING INSTITUTIONS & GOVERNANCE



Although existing research highlights interventions likely to benefit the poor and improve agricul-

tural performance, there is limited knowledge about how to create incentives for individual ac-

tors, civil society, and public administrations to actively pursue such policies. This knowledge 

gap is being addressed by the Strengthening Institutions and Governance (SIG) research area of 

the International Food Policy Research Institute (IFPRI). At the heart of this research are efforts to 

identify what types of institutional, incentive, and accountability structures are most conducive to 

improving the incomes, food security, and nutrition of the poor in low-income countries.

Specifically, IFPRI’s SIG research area 

contributes to the following goals: 

•	Strengthened assets and prop-

erty rights over land, water, and 

other natural resources

•	 Inclusive and effective collective 

action for sustainable natural re-

source management, smallholder 

market access, and better risk 

management 

•	 Institutions and processes that 

bring about pro-poor policies 

and investments 

•	Delivery of high-quality public 

services to develop agriculture 

and rural areas through institu-

tional innovations 

IFPRI’S SIG 
RESEARCH AREA
Objectives
SIG is one of the six main research 

areas identified in IFPRI’s 2013–2018 

Strategy and is being spearheaded 

by a cross-divisional task force. SIG 

research also features prominently in 

the CGIAR Research Program on Pol-

icies, Institutions, and Markets. SIG 

research supports the development 

and improvement of governance 

arrangements that promote food 

security and equitable, sustainable 

agricultural and rural development. 

Doing so requires an in-depth knowl-

edge of potential institutional designs 

and policy processes and the capacity 

to identify areas where reform efforts 

are promising and compatible with the 

interests of all stakeholders. Generat-

ing such information involves working 

closely with partner organizations 

to conduct policy-relevant research, 

communicate research results, and 

strengthen analytical capacity.

Research Principles and 
Approaches
SIG research is characterized by the 

following principles:

•	A focus on interdisciplinary 

research that combines institu-

tional and agricultural econom-

ics, organizational and rural 

sociology, and political and 

administrative science

•	The use of quantitative and quali-

tative methods, including statisti-

cal analysis of survey data from 

communities, institutions, and 

households; case studies; focus-

group interviews; narratives; 

social network analysis; ex-

perimental games; participa-

tory research methods; and 

other analytical approaches

•	 The linkage of re-

search to governance reform 

efforts in the field and learning 

from innovative approaches and 

policy experiments, as well as de-

veloping analytical tools that help 

organizations involved in gover-

nance reforms identify reform op-

tions that “best fit” their priorities 

and needs

•	The production of global knowl-

edge based on international 

experiences, which involves 

using a comparative approach to 

promote learning from different 

country contexts 

•	A micro-macro lens for analyz-

ing governance processes and 

innovations at the individual, 

household, community, national, 

regional, and global levels 

“[A] core goal of public policy should be to facilitate the 
development of institutions that bring out the best in humans.” 

Elinor Ostrom, Nobel Prize Lecture, December 2009
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POLICY GOALS 
AND RESEARCH 
AREAS
Strengthened Assets and 
Property Rights
Property rights are essential for 

ensuring that natural resource assets, 

including land, water, and minerals, 

are used and maintained properly. 

Such rights can be designed and 

enforced formally by governments 

and courts as well as informally by 

customary authorities and through 

tradition. SIG research examines how 

various institutional arrangements 

affect the distribution of wealth as 

well as incentives for investment and 

long-term security. Specific atten-

tion is directed at identifying effective 

ways to strengthen women’s property 

rights and to reduce the gender gap 

in assets. These methods include 

both direct property rights interven-

tions (such as legal empowerment 

programs) as well as agricultural de-

velopment programs’ indirect effects 

on the distribution of assets.

Inclusive and Effective Collective 
Action
Collective action is a key mechanism 

for sustainably managing natural 

resources, facilitating smallholder 

market access, and handling risk. 

SIG research therefore identifies fac-

tors that influence the effectiveness 

of collective action institutions such 

as resource management groups, 

cooperatives, and microfinance and 

mutual assistance groups. In addi-

tion, this research aims to overcome 

the barriers to participation in such 

institutions that are faced by women, 

small-scale producers, and other 

marginalized groups and to take into 

account the respective roles of and 

prospective partnerships with the 

state, private sector, and local groups.

Processes That Lead to Pro-poor 
Policies and Investments 
The emergence of pro-poor poli-

cies is a complex, and sometimes 

opaque, process and is often con-

text-specific. SIG research aims to 

shed light on this process by examin-

ing how different political regimes, 

interest groups, and incentive struc-

tures collectively create the condi-

tions under which pro-poor policies 

are most likely to emerge. Attention 

is further given to analyzing the 

factors affecting investments by the 

public and private sector (including 

international organizations, donors, 

and farmers) and the consequences 

of specific investments for poverty 

reduction. This work helps IFPRI 

engage with a range of implemen-

tation partners active in develop-

ment policy processes and provides 

insights on how to bring research-

based evidence to bear on policy 

and investment decisions.

High-Quality Service Delivery 
through Institutional Innovation 
The provision of high-quality services 

is critical for enhancing the liveli-

hoods of the poor and vulnerable. In 

addition to governments, a growing 

Community mapping of natural resources in Cambodia.
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number of new actors and institutional 

innovations exist in the area of service 

delivery. As such, SIG research con-

siders a broad range of innovations, 

including decentralized governance, 

public-private partnerships, and civil 

society service provision from nongov-

ernmental and non-profit organizations. 

In doing so, it aims to determine under 

which conditions and in which sectors 

certain institutional arrangements are 

more feasible than others and when 

they are more likely to result in high-

quality services relevant for enhancing 

agricultural productivity, increasing 

food security, and improving health and 

education outcomes. 

COLLABORATION & 
COMMUNICATION 
Collaborating with a wide range of or-

ganizations and stakeholders contrib-

utes to SIG’s overall impact by linking 

research closely with policymaking. 

Collaborators include

•	political decisionmakers at all 

levels of government;

•	public administration institutions, 

such as ministries of agriculture 

and rural development;

•	 universities and independent 

research institutes;

•	 civil-society organizations and 

interest groups;

•	 nongovernmental organizations 

involved in development work;

•	 regional and subregional organi-

zations; and

•	 international organizations, includ-

ing donor organizations working 

on governance issues.

Special emphasis is placed on col-

laborating closely with institutions in 

charge of training public sector of-

ficials and service providers. SIG also 

focuses on strengthening analytical 

capacity by offering specific training 

on interdisciplinary research and inno-

vative research approaches as applied 

to governance questions.

SIG researchers strive to communi-

cate their research results in ways that 

are useful and applicable for policy-

making. These ways include a number 

of communication channels targeting 

different audiences:

•	Policy dialogues and consulta-

tions with relevant policymakers 

to discuss knowledge gaps and 

research needs and to dissemi-

nate research results

•	Research workshops to share 

information within the scientific 

community

•	Media contacts to present impor-

tant results to a larger audience.
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“We are calling for a fundamental shift—to recognize peace and good governance as 

core elements of wellbeing, not optional extras.” 

UN High-Level Panel on the Post-2015 Development Agenda, May 30, 2013
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