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Strengthening national capacities for undertaking, communicating, 
and using evidence-based food policy analysis has long been one of 
IFPRI’s objectives. IFPRI has therefore engaged in various forms of 
capacity strengthening (CS), including formal training, collaborative 
research and outreach, and institutional development. CS has also 
been delivered through individual projects, country programs, 
regional networks, and thematic multicountry programs.  

Given this long and varied involvement in CS, IFPRI commissioned 
this external evaluation to: determine which approaches have been 
the most effective in strengthening the capacities of individuals and 
institutions; draw lessons for improving future CS work at IFPRI; and 
help demonstrate the value of investments in IFPRI’s CS work.  

The sheer size and variety of IFPRI’s CS activities worldwide made 
it necessary to focus on case studies. The study used a double-
selection process in which a limited number of countries and a 
region were selected, and some different types of CS activities were 
considered. This study can be characterized as a meta study, the 
primary purpose of which is to generate comparisons about broad 
categories of CS work at an aggregate level, and not so much to 
draw lessons about the relative effectiveness of individual CS 
activities within particular countries.   

After reviewing available evidence on IFPRI’s CS activities, four 
African countries—Ghana, Ethiopia, Malawi, and Mozambique; two 
Asian countries—Bangladesh and China; the state of Tamil Nadu in 
India; and one region—East Africa, were selected for study. Within 
the East Africa (EA) region, five thematic programs that cut across 
countries were included: Collaborative Masters of Agricultural and 
Applied Economics (CMAAE), East Africa (EA) Network, Systemwide 
Program on Collective Action and Property Rights (CAPRi), Regional 
Network on Aids, Livelihood and Food Security (RENEWAL), and 
Regional Strategic Analysis and Knowledge Support Systems 
(ReSAKSS).  

The study draws on several previous evaluations of the IFPRI’s 
work in the case study countries and thematic programs. 
Additionally, field visits were undertaken to Ethiopia, Mozambique 
and China; and e-based tracer studies were conducted of individuals 
previously “trained” by IFPRI (course participants, students who 
received thesis support, Post-Doctoral Fellows (PDFs), visiting 
fellows, and research collaborators), who returned to the case 
study countries. The entry point for establishing the outcome or 
impact of a CS activity is at the country level because it is at this 
level that IFPRI can best hope to influence policies, and where some 
of the social benefits may be captured. 

MAIN FINDINGS 
Given the meta analysis framework used in the study, conclusions 
are derived by type of CS activity and delivery channel rather than 
by case study country or thematic program. 

Collaborative Research and Outreach (CR) 
All the evidence suggests that CR, including on-the-job training, is 
widely appreciated and generally effective in building capacity, 
though policy influence and impact are harder to show. Three 
factors help determine successful CR: (1) its design needs to be 
adapted to the conditions specific to each country and its stage of 
development; (2) the mix and sequencing of capacity-building 
activities matter; as does (3) the nature of counterpart 
organizations.  

Building capacity for outreach has an important bearing on 
whether the knowledge generated through enhanced research 
capacity is used. Country evidence shows that CS activities for 
outreach have been effective in environments where (1) joint 
research with national staff and/or organizations is conducted, (2) 
IFPRI has a regular local presence, (3) data availability and policy 
information are perceived as constraints to policymaking, and (4) 
stakeholder dialogue is considered important.  

Training  
Tracer surveys show that formal training courses do well on most 
evaluation criteria, but less so on impact. Courses are generally well 
appreciated, even if the new skills are not used much later, 
suggesting that training serves multiple goals (incentives, rewards, 
team building) and tends to be supply oriented. Evidence suggests 
that three factors stand out as important for the outcome and 
impact of formal training: (1) first and foremost is the presence of a 
stable environment to enable the effective use of policy research 
skills (this applies to both the counterpart organization as well as 
the more general policy environment); (2) staff retention and high 
turnover following training have proven problematic, pointing to 
the importance of proper incentives within local organizations; and 
(3) training is best provided as part of an overall country or special 
program in which needs, relevance, and modalities of training can 
be better determined. 

Thesis Supervision and Visiting Fellowships 
In Ethiopia, Ghana, and China, IFPRI has been involved in student 
thesis support. In Ethiopia, the program offers financial support for 
MSc thesis research. The scheme has proven to be most effective in 
terms of newly acquired skills and thesis quality, and impact is 
satisfactory, but overall results could have been better if grants had 
been larger, handled less bureaucratically, and more assistance had 
been available. It is too early to judge a comparable MSc thesis 
support program that is currently ongoing in Ghana.  

IFPRI’s PhD supervision program in China, in cooperation with the 
Chinese Academy of Agricultural Sciences (CAAS) and Chinese 
universities, provides for supervisory support by IFPRI staff as well 
as financial incentives. The program scores very well on all counts, 
reflecting a strict selection procedure, excellent inputs, and good 
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organization. Closely linked to CAAS and other Chinese institutions, 
the program is embedded in an attractive local incentives-with-
reward system. In terms of impact, the program is likely to have 
gained from CAAS’s proximity to policy circles. A Visiting Fellow 
program for young Chinese researchers has also worked out well, 
and takes advantage of a large pool of young, well-trained 
economists available within the country.   

Institutional Development (ID) 
Next to human resources development, IFPRI’s contribution to ID 
has often focused on filling gaps in data systems and survey 
capacity in large, national research programs. ID is often coupled 
with CS activities to strengthen research skills and policy-
implementing agencies. A key lesson that emerges for IFPRI is the 
importance of picking the right partner organizations. For data 
collection and food policy research, an action oriented government 
ministry can sometimes be a poor partner (e.g., Mozambique), 
while research organizations and universities may be better 
partners for research but less effective for achieving policy 
influence.  The country program in Bangladesh demonstrates the 
value of taking a more strategic approach to CS along the entire 
food policy chain, involving multiple partners. Similar experiences, 
although on a smaller scale, are reported for some of the African 
country programs.  

Ways of Delivering CS: Country and Special Programs 
Comparison of CS activities over time in individual countries 
suggests that the local presence of IFPRI staff enhances 
effectiveness. Capacity needs change over time as countries 
develop and organizations learn, requiring flexibility in the CS 
portfolio, something that is also easier to achieve with a local 
presence. Stakeholder interviews identified additional factors 
affecting the effectiveness of CS within countries: institutional 
support (affecting the relevance of CS work); proper incentives in 
the recipient organization (affecting output); context and needs 
assessment (affecting relevance and impact through the changing 
mix of CS activities); and IFPRI’s ability to select the right partners in 
the food policy chain. Given the long-term nature of most capacity 
building, funding security and long implementation periods are also 
important factors. 

IFPRI’s country programs are proving an effective way of 
delivering CS, largely because of the synergy between IFPRI’s other 
policy support work with CS, and because of the ability to meet a 
number of the conditions identified above necessary for success. 
Country programs also appear to provide good opportunities for 
IFPRI to develop a country strategy for ID—a challenge IFPRI has 
not yet widely met.  

Among the thematic regional programs, two types of programs 
proved to be successful: those in which IFPRI played a facilitating 
role to get them off the ground (e.g., the CMAAE), and programs 
with a CS component that emphasized joint research, training, and 
ID (e.g., CAPRi). 

Counterfactuals  
Establishing a counterfactual for IFPRI’s CS work is inherently 
difficult, but some insights can be gained. A comparison of IFPRI’s 
work in Mozambique with a long-term CS program provided by 
Michigan State University (MSU) suggests that the two programs 
complement rather than substitute for each other. Similarly, a 
comparison of IFPRI PDFs from Ethiopia and China with Ethiopian 
and Chinese PhD graduates from Wageningen University (WU) who 
had returned home also suggested complementary rather than 
competing outcomes. 

IFPRI’s Own CS Research 
IFPRI undertakes research on CS and this leads to publications that 
contribute to the knowledge base for CS. However, compared with 
the total volume of IFPRI research publications, research on CS is 
modest—barely 1 percent—and has steadily decreased over time. 
Though relatively small in volume, IFPRI’s CS research did well in 
terms of performance indicators: citation and download statistics 
point to good quality and relevant outputs that are widely used. The 
downward trend in publications, especially peer-reviewed papers, is 
a cause for concern and could undermine IFPRI’s standing in the 
field and its ability to attract young talent with an interest in CS. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 
Although IFPRI’s CS work has been broadly successful in 
strengthening the capacity of individuals and some institutions, this 
has not been sufficient in most countries. Given that IFPRI now 
places CS as one of its major goals, more strategic and innovative 
approaches seem needed. Detailed recommendations are given in 
the full study report, but in short IFPRI should give more attention 
to CS of institutions over individuals, and recognize the need to 
work with multiple partners along the food policy chain who have 
different comparative advantages for data collection, research, 
outreach and policy influence. The CS needs of different partners 
should also be assessed up front, taking account of their enabling 
environment for using improved capacity. Some of IFPRI’s country 
strategy support programs offer good examples for elaborating 
such a strategy.  

IFPRI should also give greater attention to its own comparative 
advantage in CS. Its main strength lies in policy research, and while 
it can effectively catalyze training, data collection and outreach 
programs, it should not try to substitute for universities and other 
organizations that can deliver these functions more effectively. A 
better approach is to be more strategic in its choice of partners. 

Internally, IFPRI needs to rethink its staff recruitment and 
promotion policies to strengthen its ability to provide CS; recognize 
the importance of CS in terms of budget allocation, incentives, and 
rewards; and expand its own research and publications effort on CS. 
IFPRI also needs a better internal tracking system for its CS work, 
including more systematic measurement of outputs and outcomes, 
and the costs of providing different types of CS. 
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