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IFPRI has conducted research on high-value agriculture (HVA) since 
the early 1990s, seeking to better understand the rapid growth of 
this sector and how it might be harnessed to raise the incomes of 
smallholder farmers.  

In 2013, IFPRI commissioned an external review of the impact 
of its HVA research program over the period 1994–2010 (see IIAR-
39). HVA was defined for the purposes of this study as perishable 
agricultural commodities produced for the market, which it is 
thought may often yield superior returns to land and/or labor. 
Questions for the study included whether IFPRI: had the right 
research strategy for this topic; was focused on the right issues; was 
a leader in the field; used the most relevant approaches and 
methods; was successful in sensitizing/influencing the policies of 
governments, agribusiness, academia, civil society and the 
international donor community? Finally, what has been the impact 
of the HVA policies that IFPRI influenced? 

The organizing principle of the study is the “user encounter”. 
This directs us to users: who they are, their influence over policy, 
and ability to absorb and use research findings. The encounter 
directs us to consider how they engaged with IFPRI. Subtle and 
nuanced research findings tend not have much influence on policy. 
Therefore this evaluation looked for the creation by researchers of 
relatively straightforward narratives which are powerful because 
evidence-based but also general. The objective is what might be 
described as a “narratives of integrity”, so-called to distinguish 
these from narratives which are partisan and not based on careful 
appraisal of evidence.  

The study included a review of IFPRI’s published outputs on 
HVA, interviews with key stakeholders, and visits to two countries: 
India and Kenya. This brief summarizes the main findings and 
recommendations from the study. 

MAIN FINDINGS 

IFPRI’s HVA research has had three main pillars: (i) forward-looking 
global studies of structural change in high-value markets and the 
implications of such changes for poverty reduction and 
sustainability; (ii) in-depth quantitative research on forces that 
promote the scaling up of livestock production; and (iii) quantitative 
research on determinants of smallholder participation in high-value 
markets. Geographically, the outputs of the research can be 
categorized (in order of importance) into India, Sub-Saharan Africa, 
and the “rest of the world”. Within Africa, the majority of studies 
are on Kenya and Ethiopia.  

In India there can be no doubt about the salience of policy 
issues connected to HVA. Indian agriculture is dominated by 
smallholders, national consumption patterns have diversified 
markedly from cereals to HVAs, and the structural shift towards 
production of HVAs has created additional employment through the 
labor market. It is also thought that HVAs are often suitable for 
production by poorer farmers, as requiring less cash outlay and 
sometimes providing extended, if small, flows of income. Market 
structures for HVA are changing with expansion of modern retail 
(supermarkets) and intermediaries who aggregate and supply to 
modern retail. Other new market participants include contract 
farming companies; investors in infrastructures (such as cold 
storage) and “producer companies” (an institutional development 
to overcome very restrictive regulation suffered by cooperatives in 
India).  

In India, broadly, IFPRI was focused on the right issues. A 
possible criticism is that there was too much focus on the export 
sector, given its limited role relative to the domestic market. IFPRI’s 
quantitative work is undertaken well, using appropriate methods. 
The numbers of journal publication on HVA with an empirical 
component is testament to this. If there is to be a criticism, it might 
be that the balance of case studies versus meta-studies has been 
too much to the former.  

Assessment of the impact of policies that IFPRI influenced is 
very difficult. At various levels of government in India, there has 
been a reaction to the marked diversification of production and 
consumption towards HVA. For example, the rapid development of 
modern retail is underway. Without having much commitment to 
this, government has not killed it. Some value chains have evolved 
fast, with rapid disintermediation, and IFPRI’s studies of potatoes 
provides the key example. But there is a sense of the development 
of HVA proceeding because of its fundamental economic logic and 
without much government enthusiasm. In summary, IFPRI’s advice 
on HVAs has been helpful to thinking about how to manage the 
evolution of a smallholder dominated agricultural sector responding 
to changes in demand and supply. IFPRI papers have argued that 
these developments need not be anti-poor: there is scope for a 
model of modernization which benefits poorer producers and low-
income consumers, as well as other actors. But, on balance, 
government policies have been reactionary: there is a critical task of 
modernization, which requires different policies. The opportunity 
for IFPRI is to continue to develop evidence-based narratives of 
integrity to help policymakers understand and then support needed 
reform.  
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The précis of IFPRI research on smallholder production of HVA 

in Africa is that “it is an important channel for poverty reduction, 
which is challenging but with which it is far from impossible to 
achieve sustained success” is in line with current thinking in Kenya 
by people working in public organizations, NGOs and research. 
Although this evaluation did not find traces of IFPRI work 
influencing strategic thinking about HVA in Kenya, this does not 
prove an absence of influence. 

The body of IFPRI African HVA work reviewed displays a solid 
integrity, an IFPRI “signature”. Research designs are well 
considered; data collection methods are suitable; quantitative 
methods are appropriate; and the conclusions are measured and 
not overstated. IFPRI research is careful, not polemical, and 
therefore must be among the most reliable sources of information 
and advice available to policymakers and advisers. This should be a 
strong base from which to influence policy, but in Kenya there was 
little evidence of the relevant communities being aware of the IFPRI 
work. The following factors are likely to be explanatory: failure to 
achieve “critical mass”; that guidance on the “how” challenges was 
not synthesized; and weaknesses in the communications approach, 
resulting in a failure to make much impression on public officials, 
NGOs or the private sector. 

A distinction stands out as between IFPRI work in India and 
Africa and the “rest of the world”. In India the IFPRI brand has a 
strong reputation going back over 35 years. IFPRI has a substantial 
office in New Delhi and this facilitates links to Indian policy advisers 
and keeps IFPRI staff up-to-date on developments and policy 
debates in the sector.  

Turning to Africa and the “rest of the world” the impression is 
that IFPRI’s work was too scattered to afford IFPRI “field 
leadership” or to have much policy impact on the development of 
HVA. Furthermore, the work on Africa appears to have a somewhat 
“probing” and “experimental character” along the lines of “let us 
see what we can do to open up this topic and then move on”. There 
was a not a consistent focus on a topic for a sufficient period to 
engage policy advisers and policymakers and shift policy. There is 
weak evidence of a rationalized evolution of priorities within the 
HVA research program along the lines of “now we have established 
X we will move on to Y”.   

Regarding influence on government, civil society, international 
funding agencies and academia, a distinction can be made between 
academia and all of the former. This evaluation could not detect any 
impact on the former although academic influence is easier to trace 
by using the bibliometric methods discussed, and the findings here 
are broadly satisfactory. IFPRI’s work did get into the appropriate 
refereed journals in the field and often attracted creditable numbers 
of citations.  

RECOMMENDATIONS 

Some suggestions are offered for IFPRI to consider as to what 
might have been done differently to achieve greater impact: 

• more selectivity in countries and topics, aiming for fewer 
research projects which would engage for longer periods of 
time; 

• research work should aim to have a higher profile, from 
inception to the final write-up and publication of findings, 
ensuring that relevant government departments, NGOs, 
international and local researchers remain interested and 
connected while the work is on-going; 

• where feasible, research projects should link to national or 
sectoral strategic policies and be positioned as contributions to 
these; 

• seek as much national and local contribution as possible in the 
early stage design of research projects, especially to include 
objectives, methods and communications; 

• rethink communications: the evaluator was told a number of 
times that on HVA topics the IFPRI website was a useful 
resource for full-time researchers, but not very helpful for 
government, NGO or private business personnel looking for 
accessible briefings; and  

• expand the range of research outputs: the emphasis on 
refereed journal output has advantages, including external 
refereeing and the quality discipline this can provide; attracting 
leading academics to work for or in collaboration with IFPRI; 
and the possibility of drawing widespread attention to path-
breaking work. However, most refereed journals lack 
immediacy, and most journal editors prefer to publish new 
research whereas practitioners may prefer literature reviews 
and distillations of research findings. Expanding the range of 
research outputs to better meet practitioners’ needs could be 
an effective way to broaden the reach and influence of IFPRI’s 
research 

CONCLUSIONS 

The evaluation arrived at positive conclusions about the general 
relevance of the topics chosen and quality of the research. The 
principal area of concern is impact. Certainly over the time period 
reviewed IFPRI’s approach to this evolved. In the first half, there 
seems to have been an implicit assumption that findings, and ideas 
about useful theory and methods, would be communicated to 
national scientists and staff of funding agencies and thereby filter 
through to policy. Later there was evidence of the evolution a more 
pro-active approach to ensuring that IFPRI findings were 
communicated into policy processes through means that raised the 
chances that they would be noted and acted upon. However, on the 
evidence of this review, IFPRI should give priority to further 
development of its approaches in the challenges of impact. 
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