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Ethiopia is one of the most populated and poorest countries in 
Sub-Saharan Africa and as such has been a high priority country 
for IFPRI research and capacity-building work. From 1995 to 
2004, nearly all of IFPRI’s Ethiopia work was undertaken by 
Washington-based research teams working on specific themes 
under various “global research programs” (GRPs). More than 95 
percent of IFPRI’s research in Ethiopia during this period was 
part of four main research themes: (1) Market Development; (2) 
Poverty and Food Security; (3) Public Investment; and (4) 
Sustainable Land Management (SLM). The international public 
goods (IPGs) generated in this way included peer-reviewed 
publications, collaborative research with both domestic and 
international researchers, and the building of national capacity 
for policy research. IFPRI entered into a different kind of 
relationship with Ethiopia in 2004 with the establishment of the 
Ethiopia Strategy Support Program (ESSP). The ESSP was set up 
to provide direct support to the Government of Ethiopia (GoE) in 
the design and implementation of its national agricultural 
development strategy and to provide well-researched advice on 
other agricultural and rural development (ARD) policy matters. A 
small team of IFPRI researchers was placed in Addis Ababa to 
work with the Ethiopian Development Research Institute (EDRI) 
and other national counterparts on policy analysis, capacity 
development, and communications. The ESSP team in Addis has 
always been backstopped by researchers based in IFPRI’s 
headquarters in Washington, DC—many of whom also 
participated in Ethiopian research projects that were 
components of global research programs. 

In 2012, IFPRI commissioned an external review of the 
impact of all its activities in Ethiopia over the period 1995 to 2010 
(see http://www.ifpri.org/publication/assessment-ifpri-s-work-
ethiopia-1995-2010 ). This brief summarizes the main findings. 

MAIN FINDINGS  
Research outputs. IFPRI’s activities in Ethiopia have generated a 
steady stream of high-quality research output across a number 
of thematic areas. Between 1995 and 2010, IFPRI’s non-ESSP 
work produced 324 publications. Approximately one-fifth of 
these (62) were peer-reviewed journal articles; and an additional 
47 were externally reviewed research monographs, books, and 
book chapters. The ESSP’s outputs include 6 journal articles, 55 
working and discussion papers, 16 research notes, and a number 
of other papers, research reports, atlases, and books. More than 
80 percent of ESSP’s publications were not externally peer 
reviewed; therefore there is little independent evidence of 
quality at this time. Google Scholar citations of IFPRI 
publications from its Ethiopia work totaled 4,576 over 1995–

2010. Two thirds of the citations were for publications produced 
by GRP teams on food security, poverty, and land management, 
while the more recent outputs of the ESSP had the least 
citations, perhaps not too surprising given their more recent 
publication.  
Capacity building and institutional change. ESSP’s efforts in 
capacity building have been appropriately concentrated at the 
applied end of the policy research spectrum. These have 
addressed a wide but predominantly junior audience—mainly 
graduate students in the nation’s universities—and have 
included ad hoc training activities (for example, CGE modeling 
and spatial analysis), guidance to MSc and PhD economics 
students on their theses, funding for advanced degree training, 
and collaborative research. The two principal institutions 
benefitting from ESSP’s capacity-building work have been the 
Central Statistical Agency and the Ethiopian Development 
Research Institute (EDRI). For EDRI, collaborative research also 
has been an important aid in building capacity, alongside help 
from the ESSP in funding candidates for overseas MSc and, to a 
lesser extent, PhD training. The cumulative impact of these 
capacity-building initiatives can only be substantively assessed 
with time, but benefits are likely to emanate from improvements 
in the ability of Ethiopian partners to create, process, and 
analyze information and, ultimately, to deliver more effective 
policy advice.  

IFPRI also played a key role in underpinning the formation 
and operation of a number of important Ethiopian 
organizations—most notably the Productive Safety Net Program 
(PSNP) and the Agricultural Transformation Agency—and was 
instrumental in setting up the Ethiopian Commodity Exchange 
(ECX). IFPRI has also been instrumental in producing 
“intellectual institutions”—such as the Ethiopian Rural 
Household Survey and the Ethiopian computable general 
equilibrium (CGE) model—that have enabled further research.  
Influence on development thinking in the GoE. IFPRI’s ability to 
be part of the policy dialogue in Ethiopia—as well as its visibility 
as a “player” in policy debates—took a quantum leap forward 
with the institution of ESSP. Several informants asserted with 
certitude that IFPRI had raised the level of debate about ARD 
policy and strategy by creating an environment of evidence-
based discussion. An increase in openness and transparency in 
framing policy is a valuable, if unquantifiable, benefit. In the 
absence of an effective results-focused research monitoring 
system there are few ways of tracking whether ESSP activities 
and outputs produced both outcomes (policy change) and 
impact (welfare change) or contributed in some less obvious 
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way towards policy thinking about ARD in Ethiopia. Relatively 
few of the wide range of ESSP outputs appear to have produced 
tangible outcomes in Ethiopia. Moreover, analyses of some key 
issues, such as agricultural input markets and price transmission, 
have languished without inspiring action. This reflects an 
ideological predisposition amongst some government agencies 
against unrestrained markets as a means of allocating resources, 
particularly in agriculture and rural development. 
Influence on donor thinking. There is widespread 
acknowledgement within the donor community in Ethiopia that 
IFPRI’s research has contributed substantially both to the 
establishment of donor priorities and to donor efforts to 
support GoE policies consistent with those priorities. The 
substantial influence IFPRI’s work has had on the design and 
implementation of the PSNP is a particularly clear example. 
Other benefits—for example, the contribution of IFPRI’s 
research work to the donor-funded Agricultural Growth 
Program—provide examples of the positive externalities 
envisaged when the ESSP was established.  
Welfare gains. Even when policy influence occurs, assessing and 
attributing subsequent benefits remains a serious challenge. The 
primary welfare benefits attributable to IFPRI that have been 
identified by this study are those accruing to participants in the 
PSNP. These benefits, in the form of increases in reported 
household food security and asset holdings among Ethiopia’s 
poorest citizens, are huge. A very rough quantification suggests 
that IFPRI’s contribution to the program produced benefits in 
excess of $37.8 million—an amount that is 29 times greater than 
the $1.3 million spent on IFPRI’s monitoring of the PSNP. Indeed, 
these net benefits are nearly double the $20.2 million spent by 
IFPRI on all its research in Ethiopia during 1995–2010.   

Evidence of positive impact from the ESSP’s efforts, even if 
anecdotal, is scarce. Few if any welfare changes plausibly 
attributable to ESSP’s research are yet discernible. This is almost 
certainly explained, at least in part, by the GoE’s ideological 
stance that has curtailed policy actions on agricultural input and 
output markets (the ECX notwithstanding). But other forces—in 
particular, the way in which the research agenda is set and 
research priorities are established—have also contributed (see 
below).    

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE WORK IN ETHIOPIA 
Areas in which IFPRI’s research could be more effective in 
promoting positive policy change in Ethiopia include: 
• Bridging the disconnect between high-quality research and 

the advocacy required to translate research results into 
policy actions. 

• Establishing a rigorous and systematic process to identify 
policy gaps and to determine which gaps, if resolved, are 
likely to have the biggest payoffs within the prevailing 
political economy. 

• Addressing the ESSP’s particular relationship with the GoE 
since to a striking extent, the ESSP has depended on some 
of its staff’s idiosyncratic skills, relationships, and 
institutional connections to Ethiopia’s policy milieu, which 
has so far worked to the advantage of the ESSP. This 
idiosyncrasy has also played a significant role in the 
selection of research questions pursued by the ESSP. 
Moreover, it has also created organizational vulnerability 
insofar as the leadership of both the ESSP and the GoE 
changes over time.   

• Preventing institutional capture since ESSP’s commitment 
to a demand-led research agenda, combined with the highly 
political environment within which its research is 
conducted, has meant that the ESSP is vulnerable to 
institutional capture. Although IFPRI has managed to 
maintain its integrity and independence under these 
circumstances, it also appears that IFPRI has only obliquely 
addressed certain important but sensitive topics and certain 
choices made in the run-up to the founding of the ECX 
suggest that the objectivity of IFPRI’s research mandate has 
sometimes been compromised. Ultimately, this is an issue 
of balance. The threat of capture and the delicate efforts 
required to avoid it are probably an unavoidable “price of 
doing business” for the ESSP. Nevertheless, because 
intellectual independence—as well as the perception of 
intellectual independence—is vital to IFPRI’s effectiveness 
over the long run, this is a management issue that merits 
careful attention.  

• Improving the way capacity building is structured since it 
tends to consist of ad hoc training activities conducted in a 
few specific areas.  Capacity building is an explicit objective 
of the ESSP, especially ESSP II; but with some notable 
exceptions, this is the area in which IFPRI has been least 
effective—not due to a lack of effort on the part of IFPRI 
staff, but rather due to the unsystematic way this function 
has been structured.  

Implementing concurrent and ex-post actions to assemble data 
on the effects of research as there is a dearth of ongoing efforts 
to monitor and evaluate research in Ethiopia as it occurs. Much 
valuable information relevant to the conduct and influence of 
research is lost without a monitoring and evaluation system. 
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