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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Housed in the Poverty, Health, and Nutrition Division (PHND),1 IFPRI’s social-protection research 
program is based on the assumption that poverty and malnutrition are interrelated; malnutrition 
constrains human and economic development; and poverty contributes to malnutrition. Between 
2000 and 2003, IFPRI’s social-protection research activities were largely conducted under the MP18 
program on poverty, food security, and human capital.2 In 2003, MP18 became the “Evaluating 
Nutrition-Related Programs,” or Global Research Program, GRP28, which in 2004 was renamed the 
“Large-Scale Interventions to Enhance Human Capital” program. According to IFPRI’s internal 
documents, the primary focus of the GRP28 was to (1) evaluate nutrition-related programs that 
address the underlying causes of malnutrition in order to improve the health and nutrition status of 
poor households; and (2) enlarge the knowledge base regarding the appropriate design for, and 
implementation and evaluation of, large-scale interventions for building human capital and reducing 
poverty. The strategic approach utilized by IFPRI generally for achieving program goals involves the 
three pillars of capacity strengthening, policy communications and action research, and the synergies 
resulting from their interactions. 
 

This report assesses the impact of IFPRI’s social-protection research program (GRP28) from 
2000 to 2012 (including its predecessor, MP18). The assessment includes an extensive review of 
public goods produced by the program, stakeholder perceptions of the program’s public goods and 
research activities, case studies (Bangladesh, London, Mexico, Rome, and Washington, DC), and 
policy or programming changes that resulted from IFPRI-sponsored research, capacity 
strengthening, and research-policy linkages between 2000 and 2012. Over 40 interviews were 
conducted with national stakeholders, donors, IFPRI staff, government officials, and individuals who 
participated in or had knowledge of IFPRI’s activities regarding social protection during this 
timeframe. IFPRI’s social-protection research activities conducted under the GRP28 are ongoing and 
extend beyond the 2012 endline of this assessment. GRP28 research activities initiated during the 
latter part of the 12-year timeframe (that is, in 2010, 2011, or 2012) are limited or absent from this 
assessment if results had not been published at the time the study was initiated early in the summer 
of 2014.  
 

One of the challenges encountered as part of the assessment was attributing research 
activities and outputs (that is, public goods) to the GRP28 program (and its MP18 predecessor) 
rather than to any of IFPRI’s closely related programs within FCND/PHND (for example, poverty, 
nutrition, gender, diet, urban food security, and nutrition). Much of GRP28’s work was conducted 
jointly across more than one theme or sub-theme within FCND/PHND, as well as across divisions. 
Changes to the structure and numbering of themes and sub-themes occurred several times over the 
12 years, and individual researchers were often members of more than one theme/sub-theme (and 
sometimes of more than one division). Thus, there is undoubtedly over- or underestimation of GRP28 
research activities and outputs in this assessment, as some were included or omitted when they 
perhaps should not have been.    
 

                                                      
1 Formerly the Food Consumption and Nutrition Division (FCND), which changed its name in 2009. 

2 Targeted Interventions to Reduce and Prevent Poverty (MP18) program. 
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Between 2000 and 2012, IFPRI’s GRP28 research activities provided relevant, high-quality, 
evidence-based research on a wide range of topics related to social protection broadly and 
contributed greatly to the body of knowledge regarding social protection and social safety nets, and 
particularly of conditional cash transfers (CCT). By mid-decade, the program was considered to have 
contributed to a global “evaluation culture” in regard to social-protection and safety-net 
programming. In particular, IFPRI’s credible evidence-based impact evaluation of Mexico’s CCT 
program, PROGRESA, served not only to help usher in the evaluation culture, but it also served as a 
model for social-protection policy and programming in other countries, both inside Latin America 
(for example, Honduras, El Salvador, Nicaragua) and more broadly (for example, Bangladesh, Brazil, 
China, Ethiopia, South Africa, Sri Lanka, Turkey, and Uganda).  
 

Stakeholders felt that IFPRI’s research activities influenced government policies in a number 
of countries (including Bangladesh, Ethiopia, and Mexico). In Mexico, IFPRI’s work with PROGRESA 
was key to government acceptance of the importance of using evidence in developing social-
protection policies and programming. Although now known as Prospera, many of PROGRESA’s 
original elements remain intact nearly 18 years later. IFPRI’s work with the Red de Protección Social 
in Nicaragua provided the government with evidence that would be used to make small adjustments 
in implementation between the pilot and expansion of the program, such as eliminating a weight-
gain requirement, increasing communications and monitoring to improve understanding of program 
elements by beneficiaries, use of geographic rather than household targeting, and provision of a 
small benefit to teachers from nonbeneficiary households with children. As a result of IFPRI’s 
evaluation of the Bolsa Alimentaçao CCT program in Brazil, its successor program, Bolsa Família, 
changed its targeting approach to no longer target households with underweight children. IFPRI’s 
influence also resulted in inclusion of a monitoring and evaluation system.  
 

IFPRI’s social-protection/safety-net research activities in both Bangladesh and Ethiopia not 
only pre-date but continue beyond the 2000–2012 timeframe of this assessment. IFPRI’s evaluation 
of Bangladesh’s Rural Rationing Program in the early 1990s resulted in its replacement with one of 
the first ever Food-for-Work programs, which provided a monthly ration of grains conditional on 
school attendance by primary-aged students from poor households. IFPRI was also credited by 
stakeholders as providing evidence of leakage in WFP’s Vulnerable Group Development program, 
allowing the government to shift from weighing to measuring rations, thereby reducing leakage. 
IFPRI conducted several assessments from which the Government of Bangladesh would make 
informed policy decisions regarding both its primary and secondary school educational systems, 
including better targeting in its primary and secondary schools, providing stipends to boys from poor 
households at the secondary level, and increasing the transfer amount to include opportunity costs 
of attending school. IFPRI conducted several studies on food versus cash transfer programs not only 
on school outcomes but also on food security and livelihoods, the findings from which influenced 
WFP’s social-protection policy (for example, the type and size of transfers). Recommendations from 
a recent IFPRI performance evaluation of the World Bank-funded Employment Generation Program 
for the Poorest to be implemented by the Government of Bangladesh include better targeting, a 
quota for female participation, direct deposit of payments, and improved program monitoring 
systems.  In Ethiopia, IFPRI’s studies suggest that social safety-net programs can in fact be effective 
in poor countries where administrative resources and capacity, as well as physical infrastructure, are 
often limited. IFPRI’s multiple studies of the Productive Safety Nets Programme (PSNP) have 
influenced the appropriate wage for public works beneficiaries, graduation criteria, targeting, and 
the timing of payment to beneficiaries. Additionally, studies have shown increasing impact of the 
PSNP with greater participation in programming. Households that both participated in public works 
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and in a complementary food security program (Other Food Security Programs/Household Asset 
Building Program) showed the most improvements in food security, use of credit, and use of 
improved agricultural technology. In contrast, almost no evidence of impact was found for 
households that only minimally participated in public works. As a result, the HABP was redesigned to 
more effectively connect PSNP beneficiaries to other programs focused on enhancing household 
livelihood opportunities. Results from IFPRI’s studies suggest that food aid does not necessarily 
result in dependency. IFPRI’s long-term research efforts in Ethiopia have helped secure continuing 
donor support for the PSNP. 
 

IFPRI’s research on social protection generated a large number of global public goods: over 
350 publications—journal articles, policy briefs, reports, discussion papers, etc.—between 2000 and 
2012. Sixty-seven publications on research conducted through the program were published in peer-
reviewed journals, many of which are widely cited. 
 

According to internal documents provided by IFPRI, individual members of the GRP28 
program participated in a wide range of national and international workshops and conferences. 
IFPRI’s world-class reputation as a credible, independent research institution carried great weight 
with governments, partners, and donors. A number of stakeholders, however, felt that IFPRI could 
play a more visible role in the global policy forums where stakeholders felt important “big-picture” 
thinking about emerging social-protection issues occurs (for example, IDS’s Center for Social 
Protection Network, consultative groups in DFID and World Bank). That is, these stakeholders felt 
that IFPRI could have had even more influence than it did in driving the global agenda and linking 
research to policy and programming. In particular, they suggested that a more systematic approach 
than presentation of findings or development of policy briefs might help ensure that research 
findings reach relevant policymakers and ultimately result in improved policies. 
 

Stakeholders very much appreciated the many workshops, trainings, and other capacity 
development activities that IFPRI provided to government and program-implementing agency 
personnel. Many felt they had benefitted professionally and personally from their association with 
IFPRI. In particular, the informal interactions with IFPRI researchers and contracted experts were 
considered of great value to national and program personnel, including many young researchers who 
began successful careers on IFPRI-sponsored research initiatives. 
 

IFPRI is well respected around the world as having staff who are technical experts in impact 
evaluation, specifically the design and implementation processes that allow for establishing a causal 
relationship between interventions and impact, and the ability to credibly evaluate impact, especially 
through use of appropriate quantitative methodologies. A number of stakeholders interviewed for 
this study perceived IFPRI generally as emphasizing quantitative approaches over qualitative 
approaches. Some IFPRI stakeholders went so far as to suggest that qualitative research is valued 
less by IFPRI than quantitative research. GRP28 did, in fact, conduct qualitative studies as part of 
many of its evaluations. However, it is unclear whether—or how much—its research activities 
focused on answering the set of research questions regarding the use of qualitative methods, in 
particular for impact evaluations that were part of the GRP28’s research agenda, (for instance, 
determining what an appropriate mix of quantitative and qualitative methods might be for impact 
evaluations, or how the two approaches could be best integrated). 
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Conclusions and Lessons Learned 

There was strong consensus among all stakeholders interviewed that the GRP28 program provided 
relevant, high-quality, evidence-based research on a wide range of topics broadly related to social 
protection. Research activities over the 12-year period (and beyond) contributed greatly to the body 
of knowledge and global public goods regarding social protection and safety nets generally, and 
particularly of CCTs. Based largely on stakeholder interviews, this review has identified a number of 
lessons learned that should be considered when planning future research activities in order to 
further enhance impact. 

Balancing the tensions between carrying out quality research and strengthening national research 
capacity 

Between 2000 and 2012, IFPRI’s GRP28 program engaged in high-quality research and produced 
influential publications on a range of social-protection issues. Stakeholders felt that IFPRI had 
provided a variety of highly valuable trainings to national partners. Additionally, GRP28 team 
members were engaged in long-term capacity-strengthening activities in a number of countries, 
including with the governments of Bangladesh, Ethiopia, and Malawi. IFPRI’s long-standing research 
relationship with WFP included a strong capacity-strengthening component. 
 

Based on documents provided by IFPRI to the evaluation team, combined with input from 
some stakeholders, it was not entirely clear, however, that capacity strengthening per se was 
regularly emphasized or formalized (for instance, specific activities planned, budgeted, and staffed) 
as part of the GRP28. That is, with a few prominent exceptions, capacity strengthening may have 
been employed more informally than what might be necessary in order to build long-term national 
capacity for designing, implementing, and evaluating large-scale interventions. In order to establish a 
culture of evaluation that is sustained by national governments, IFPRI may need to consider 
engaging more directly in capacity-strengthening activities and identifying indicators for monitoring 
success that are based on a theory of change.  
 

A theory of change would describe the pathways of change—including for capacity 
strengthening—from inputs through outputs, outcomes, and impacts for its proposed research 
efforts. A theory of change would also help to keep IFPRI’s efforts accountable, and to identify 
priority areas for research and capacity strengthening, partner organizations and other stakeholders 
that will be important to achieving activity-specific pathways of change, and relevant assumptions 
associated with each step along the pathways. 
 

Although capacity building is one of the main objectives in IFPRI’s strategic plan, it has not 
been given the amount of attention it deserves in its social-protection research program. A recent 
internal review of IFPRI’s capacity-strengthening approach could be used to improve its social-
protection research program in the future. Additionally, the Institute’s incentive structures do not 
seem to give capacity development much weight, even though this could have a significant positive 
influence on policy change. However, in the face of resource constraints, IFPRI might consider how 
to better capture the impact of existing capacity-building activities rather than shifting emphasis 
from quality research to capacity strengthening.   
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Pro-active engagement in helping to drive the global agenda 

By and large, stakeholders felt that IFPRI’s reputation for high-quality research earns the Institute a 
prominent place at global policy dialogues on social protection. However, many interviewed 
stakeholders that participate in such global-level dialogues or forums (with the DFID and World Bank 
consultative groups on social protection, the Government of Australia’s Department of Foreign 
Affairs and Trade informal social-protection network, IDS’s Center for Social Protection Network) felt 
that IFPRI was mostly absent, or came to the table late in the process. Stakeholders felt that IFPRI 
could provide strong conceptual leadership in helping to set the global agenda, particularly in what 
stakeholders felt are new and emerging issues (including climate change, urbanization, and rural-
urban migration). Resource constraints likely limit IFPRI’s ability to be more engaged than it already 
is at a global level; according to its annual Internal Program Reviews (IPRs), IFPRI participates in a 
variety of global-level workshops, discussions, forums, etc. Nonetheless, global-level stakeholders 
expressed a true desire to see IFPRI’s researchers more engaged in high-level dialogues driving the 
global social-protection agenda. Given the sincere interest, IFPRI might reconsider the importance of 
its presence at such forums and make more effort at prioritizing resources to allow for more 
engagement with relevant stakeholders at the global level.  

Balancing national research priorities (demand-driven) with research aimed at filling a global 
information gap (supply-driven) 

More pro-active engagement by IFPRI in international policy dialogues can help shape national 
research agendas for social-protection programming. Much of IFPRI’s research is demand-driven in 
that it is contracted by a client to conduct specific studies focused on a program or research 
questions. Rightly or wrongly, IFPRI’s research topics are perceived by some stakeholders to be 
influenced by donor-driven interests—that the topics chosen are based on what will get funded. 
Efforts by IFPRI researchers to educate donors helps influence donor understanding of the issues 
and shapes their funding priorities (for example, in funding IFPRI’s research portfolio). By helping to 
drive the global agenda regarding key issues in social protection, IFPRI will help shape national 
research priorities, including through better-informed donors and government entities. IFPRI’s 
research has advanced the knowledge base on research topics of global interest, such as social 
safety nets, conditional cash transfers, pipeline problems, and cost effectiveness, among others, and 
can help bridge the gap between demand- and supply-side interests and research.  

Balancing mixed methods approaches 

Many stakeholders perceived that IFPRI generally places a great deal of emphasis on quantitative 
approaches and de-values qualitative research. Internally, this can create an atmosphere of “second-
class citizenry” for those researchers who emphasize qualitative approaches. Surely this is not 
IFPRI’s intent and efforts should be made to correct this impression—however rightly or wrongly 
perceived.  
 

There is also a need to revisit research activities designed to understand the value of a mixed 
methods approach for conducting impact evaluations. Research design, and specifically the balance 
and type of quantitative and qualitative methods employed, should be based in part on the needs of 
the end user. Particularly when combined with quantitative methods, valuable insights gained by 
collecting qualitative information can enhance interpretation of quantitative findings, often helping 
to identify why a program does or does not work.  
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Although IFPRI conducted qualitative studies as part of many evaluations, there was little 
evidence presented of research activities—or results—that specifically focused on GRP28 research 
questions regarding qualitative methods for impact evaluations (for instance, determining what an 
appropriate mix of quantitative and qualitative methods might be for impact evaluations, or how the 
two approaches could be best integrated). It is possible that this apparent gap may result from such 
research activities being conducted under the auspices of other themes/sub-themes and not being 
attributed to the GRP28. If so, the specific research questions regarding qualitative/quantitative 
approaches should be removed from the GRP28’s set of guiding research questions. IFPRI is well-
placed to conduct research and move forward the knowledge base on qualitative approaches and 
mixed methods, particularly in understanding the potentially unexpected and often complex 
interactions of social-protection interventions that are not necessarily best captured by quantitative 
measurements of change over time. 
 

IFPRI is also well-placed to provide leadership and evidence-based research regarding 
qualitative methods in impact evaluations. Strengthening its research efforts on the use of 
qualitative methods in designing effective impact evaluations would help promote a mixed methods 
approach. Depending on available resources, IFPRI could consider adding in-house staff expertise, if 
needed. Otherwise, IFPRI might partner more effectively with organizations for whom this is a 
strength.  

Partnering with organizations with good capacity in linking policy to action  

In order to ensure that the policy research in which it engages is put into action, IFPRI needs to 
consider partnering with organizations or entities that can facilitate this process. The research–policy 
continuum is not necessarily linear and effecting policy change is a long-term process that is 
susceptible to changing and often unpredictable political environments. Effective policy advocacy 
requires a different skill set than that required to conduct high-quality research. The ability to 
communicate effectively with nontechnical audiences is critical for linking research to policy. Thus, 
greater emphasis may be needed on policy communications strategies that more directly link to 
decisionmakers rather than overemphasizing publications that may not be read by most of them. 
This includes using language that decisionmakers understand, dialoguing more directly with them to 
achieve scale, and staff promotion and other incentive systems that place higher value on policy 
communications. 
 

As it is not possible for IFPRI to engage in all possible policy venues that might be open to it, 
nor to be engaged in the entire policy cycle, it needs to be strategic in its partnerships to ensure its 
research findings are having their intended impact. IFPRI should identify partners—at the beginning 
of the research process—that understand the needs of decisionmakers, the structure of the 
decisionmaking process, and the power relations (formal and informal) that are involved. IFPRI’s 
Long-Term Agreement with WFP (including research on social protection), which formalized IFPRI’s 
role as an advisor to this largest of UN agencies, provides but one example of an effective 
partnership that links evidence-based research to policy and operationalization.  
 

In addition, IFPRI needs to establish a systematic monitoring system to track the process by 
which research results are brought to the attention of those able to act on the information and to 
determine the policy impacts of its social-protection research. It is notoriously difficult to assess 
impact at a policy level, but IFPRI’s research findings are of limited value if there is ultimately no 
uptake by decisionmakers or on-the-ground implementation based on that evidence. Again, strong 
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partnerships with stakeholders who have relationships to relevant decisionmakers at different entry 
points in the policy cycle are necessary. In order to more accurately assess its influence on policy 
change, IFPRI would need to identify funding and/or partnerships to support ongoing policy change 
after research is complete. Currently, there is little follow up once research is completed, even 
though IFPRI stakeholders acknowledged the need to track this. In the absence of core funding and 
lack of donor interest in investing in such activities, this may not be possible, at least to the degree it 
is needed.   
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1.  INTRODUCTION 

The International Food Policy Research Institute (IFPRI) and the CGIAR Program on Policies, 
Institutions, and Markets (PIM) have commissioned an ex-post impact assessment review of the 
overall contributions of IFPRI’s social-protection research in terms of the relevance and quality of its 
research, research capacity building, and communications activities, and outputs for the period 
2000–2012. IFPRI’s research program on social protection seeks to understand the impact pathways 
of alternative interventions for building human capital and reducing poverty, and how this can 
contribute to innovative policy and program design that enhances the quality, reach, and impacts of 
such interventions in both the short- and long-term. 
 

This evaluation assesses the impacts and outcomes of IFPRI’s research on social protection 
from 2000 to 2012 as described in the TOR (Annex A). The assessment includes an extensive review 
of over 350 publications, books, reports, and other documents, email correspondence, and field 
visits to case study sites (Bangladesh, London, Mexico, Rome, and Washington, DC). Over 40 
interviews were conducted with national stakeholders, donors, IFPRI staff, government officials, and 
individuals who participated in or had knowledge of IFPRI’s activities regarding social protection 
during this timeframe. A list of relevant stakeholders is presented in Annex B. The topical outline is 
presented in Annex C.   
 

The report is structured as follows: The first three chapters provide background information 
on IFPRI’s social-protection research program between 2000 and 2012—its history, objectives, 
Theory of Change (TOC), and a description of its overall strategy, followed by a brief section on the 
methodology used to conduct this review. Chapter 4 summarizes IFPRI’s main research activities and 
the global public goods produced as a result of those activities, as well as the outcomes and impacts 
of the research at the policy and programming levels. Chapter 5 presents the stakeholder 
perspectives as gleaned through field visits, interviews, emails, and other correspondence. The 
remaining chapter includes conclusions and lessons learned. 

 

 

  



 

 

 

- 2 - 

2.  PROGRAM BACKGROUND 

In 2000, IFPRI’s social-protection work was housed in the Food Consumption and Nutrition Division 
(FCND), which changed its name to the Poverty, Health, and Nutrition Division (PHND) in 2009, and 
conducted primarily through the multicountry program on poverty reduction, “Targeted 
Interventions to Reduce and Prevent Poverty,” or MP18. According to internal documents, 
FCND/PHND sought to identify new research themes based on the needs of stakeholders and that 
“challenge the boundaries of knowledge in the area of food and nutrition security” (IFPRI 2000). 
 

Between 2000 and 2003, IFPRI’s social-protection research activities fell under the umbrella 
of the multicountry program, MP18. In 2003, MP18 became the “Evaluating Nutrition-Related 
Programs,” or Global Research Program, GRP28, which was then renamed in 2004 as the “Large-
Scale Interventions to Enhance Human Capital” program. The scope of the ex-post impact 
assessment includes primarily GRP28 activities, but obviously draws on research from its precursor 
program, MP18. From here forward, GRP28 implies MP18 activities as well.  

Objective 

Based on the assumption that poverty and malnutrition are interrelated, in that malnutrition 
constrains human and economic development and poverty contributes to malnutrition, the primary 
focus of the GRP28 is to evaluate nutrition-related programs that seek to address the underlying 
causes of malnutrition in order to improve the health and nutrition status of poor households (IFPRI 
2004a). Specifically, effective programs must address the underlying causes of malnutrition (for 
example, poverty) by improving human-capital outcomes (including education, health, and 
nutrition). Research activities conducted under the GRP28 were to broaden the knowledge base 
regarding the appropriate design for, and implementation and evaluation of, nutrition and health 
programs.  
 

Based on internal documents provided by IFPRI (2004a), a generalized theory of change 
(TOC) model has been developed as part of this assessment (Figure 1) in order to provide insights 
into how outputs are linked to policy outcomes and impacts. A more detailed matrix of the pathways 
of change described in the TOC, including underlying assumptions required for policy change to 
occur, is presented in Annex D. 

Strategy  

The primary strategy employed by the GRP28 to improve understanding of how programs contribute 
to reducing poverty and improving nutritional status of poor households, as well as to improve 
better understanding of the most effective factors for doing so, was to focus on programs with 
“design and implementation features that directly address the determinants of malnutrition in 
developing countries” (IFPRI 2004a). GRP28 research activities primarily emphasized programs with 
an explicit focus on nutrition—improved nutrition outcomes as a key objective—and/or targeting of 
nutritionally vulnerable populations. Figure 2 represents a basic matrix into which programs were 
considered in terms of their focus on nutrition and nutritional-vulnerability targeting.  
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Figure 1. Generalized theory of change for IFPRI’s social-protection research efforts 

 
 
Figure 2. IFPRI’s matrix for assessing GRP28 eligibility 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Programs in the top-right corner of the matrix represent those with a specific nutrition focus 

and target the nutritionally vulnerable. The programs listed in this quadrant share five basic 
characteristics key to the overall goals of the GRP28:  

 Target the poorest populations within the country 

 Represent a substantial increase in income for targeted populations 

                                                      
3 Programa Nacional de Educación, Salud y Alimentación (PROGRESA) in Mexico; Red de Protección Social (RPS) in 
Nicaragua; Programa de Asignación Familiar (PRAF) in Honduras; Bolsa Alimentação (BA) in Brazil. 
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 Transfers are conditional on household investments in nutrition and health of members, 
particularly young children and pregnant women 

 Provide transfers to mothers 

 May also involve complementary supply-side investments (including health centers and 
schools) 

 
For the most part, the top-right corner of the matrix represents conditional cash transfer 

programs, primarily in Latin America, which IFPRI had been studying since before or during the early 
2000s, and programs considered to be alternatives to demand-side interventions (in Ghana and 
Haiti).  
 

Programs that fall into one of the other quadrants may also have been included in research 
activities under the GRP28, depending on their design features. For example, School Meals programs 
do not typically target the nutritionally vulnerable, instead providing meals or snacks to all students. 
In contrast, Food-for-Education (FFE) programs provide a food transfer to poor households 
conditioned on their children attending school. However, if either type of program has design 
features that also address underlying causes of malnutrition-nutrition education, then they could 
reasonably have been included in IFPRI’s research portfolio. 
 

The main approach employed under the GRP28 was to focus research activities on: 

 program design and implementation features that directly address underlying causes of 
malnutrition in developing countries; 

 the potential for scaling-up programs in order to reduce population-level malnutrition rates; 

 designing and implementing credible impact evaluations of such programs; 

 cost-effectiveness of programs; 

 implementation (and design) features that allow for establishing a causal relationship 
between operational performance and impact, where feasible; 

 the social, political, and economic contexts of programs that affect design, implementation, 
and impact; 

 combined qualitative and quantitative approaches in order to exploit their complementarity 
in evaluation, where possible; and  

 economic implications of domestically funding such programs through, for instance,  
increased taxes or reduced expenditures.  

 
IFPRI’s GRP28 research program on social protection focuses broadly on reducing poverty, 

malnutrition, and vulnerability by promoting investments in human capital. Research activities are 
designed to improve understanding of the differential impacts of interventions that could improve 
human capital and reduce poverty, and to then examine how this can translate into innovative 
policies and programs to enhance the short- and long-term impact of programs that seek to reduce 
poverty and vulnerability. Examples of research questions to be addressed under the Institute’s 
social-protection activities include (IFPRI 2004a): 

 How important are various program components (for example, human capital subsidies, 
nutritional information transfer, and supply-side factors) for total program impact? How is 
the relative importance of each component affected by country-specific contextual factors, 
including the social, political, economic, nutritional environments?  
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 How do specific social, cultural, and political environments affect program-design choices, 
implementation processes, and ultimately program outcomes? Are existing programs 
addressing the right issues or do they have to be redesigned?  

 What are the tradeoffs between centralized and decentralized implementation, and/or 
community participation? What is the optimum balance under different program types and 
different sociocultural and political environments?  

 What are the implications of the underlying institutional and resource environments of a 
country for program design and implementation? How are social-protection programs best 
funded and what are the welfare implications of alternative funding arrangements? What 
factors determine the program, private, and social costs incurred as a result of the program?  

 What are the processes through which program inputs are transformed into program 
impact? How do the different program components affect behavioral change? What are the 
appropriate outcome indicators to use in impact evaluations and how should information on 
these be collected?  

 What program design features contribute to longer-term, more sustainable pathways out of 
poverty? What factors should determine the appropriate level and structure of program 
transfers? What factors determine the cost-effectiveness of these programs relative to 
alternative policy instruments?  

 What factors need to be considered when planning for the scaling-up of pilot programs?  

 What are the appropriate quantitative and qualitative research methods for evaluating such 
programs? What is the appropriate mix of qualitative and quantitative methods for 
evaluating such programs? How do these methods complement or substitute for each other, 
and how can they most effectively be integrated?  

 

Broadly, these are the research questions framing the ex-post impact assessment of IFPRI’s 
research activities around social protection for the period 2000–2012. An extensive literature review 
conducted as part of the ex-post assessment examines the literature produced as a result of IFPRI’s 
direct research activities in response to (or lack thereof) the GRP28’s research agenda 
described above and is presented in a Supplemental Appendix to this report. 
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3.  METHODOLOGY 

This assessment of IFPRI’s social-protection research activities is based on integrating relevant 
insights gained from three basic approaches: an extensive review of the literature produced through 
the program over the 12-year timeframe, stakeholder interviews, and three case studies.  
 

An extensive list of literature, including peer-reviewed journal articles, reports, books, book 
chapters, IFRPI discussion papers, and briefs, was developed from a list provided by IFPRI and 
expanded through Google searches of specific authors and programs, and downloads from the IFPRI 
website. As a separate deliverable, the literature review focuses specifically on IFPRI’s work rather 
than serve as a broad-based review of social-protection research that occurred generally during that 
timeframe. In order to assess IFPRI’s contributions as compared to the contributions of other 
researchers to the general knowledge base on social protection, we follow Bennett’s (2013) 
approach of reviewing the quantity of IFPRI’s publications by key team members and the quality of 
journals in which they are published. In addition, we examine the relative influence IFPRI’s research 
may have had on prominent publications by other social-protection researchers during the same 
timeframe.  
 

A multistep approach was used to assess the overall performance of GRP28 research 
outputs. According to Bennett (2013), an assessment of a team’s publication record “provides 
insights into the quality of the research effort in the program.” As a first approach, we used the 
software package, Publish or Perish (Harzing 2007), which uses citation data from Google Scholar or 
Microsoft Academic Search to identify citations of books, journal articles, and other documents 
authored by GRP28 team leaders and researchers between 2000 and 2012.  
 

It should be noted that certain limitations or caveats to this approach apply, in that 

 Publish or Perish is not restricted to the same standard for publication recognition as that 
utilized by Thomson Reuters, 

 double counting may have occurred due to publications by multiple authors within the 
program, and  

 the choice of researchers included in the analysis is somewhat arbitrary, though primarily 
represents key, longer-term staff and those in leadership roles. 

 
The inclusion of several team leaders in the analysis may tend toward upwardly biased author 

publication results, in that team leaders are often co-authors on studies in which they may not have 
been directly involved. However, as Bennett (2013) points out, publishing collectively is in fact a 
prime mode of operation at IFPRI, with team leaders and senior researchers co-authoring with more 
junior team members. Thus, we examine a number of citations metrics for our sample group, 
including how many times other authors and researchers cited IFPRI works by someone in the group.  
 

Journal performance—as opposed to author performance—reflects citations to all articles 
within a journal and does not necessarily reflect impacts of individual articles or authors.4 Journal 
performance scores can be skewed by the number of articles published (large or small) or by the 

                                                      
4 It was not the intent of this review to make assessments of individual researcher performance. 
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large influence of a few papers. A variety of journal performance metrics were then reported for the 
top 10 most frequently cited works, including:  

 Total citations: the number of times articles from the journal were cited in the Journal 
Citation Report (JCR) year (2013). 

 2013 Impact Factor: the average number of citations to articles published in an individual 
journal in the past two years (Thomson Reuters 2008).  

 5-year Impact Factor: the average number of times articles from the journal published in the 
past five years have been cited in the JCR year.5 

 Immediacy Index: citations of papers in the current year of the journal divided by the number 
of papers published in the journal in the same year (Bennett 2013). 

 Articles: total number of articles published by the journal in the JCR year.6 

 Cited half-life: the median age of articles cited by the journal in the JCR year. For example, in 
JCR 2003, the journal Food Biotechnology has a cited half-life of 9.0. That is, 50 percent of all 
articles cited by articles in Food Biotechnology in 2003 were published within the cited half-life 
(from 1995 through 2003).7 

 Eigenfactor score: assesses the number of citations for an article and the importance of the 
journal within the network of journals.8 Higher Eigenfactor scores indicate greater levels of 
influence, with scores ranging from 0.01 to 1.992.  

 Article influence (AI) score: measures the average influence of a journal’s articles in the five 
years after publication.9 In 2006, the journal with the highest AI (27.454) was 27 times more 
influential than the mean JCR journal (AI = 1.0).  

 h-index: the Hirsch index, which “reflects the number of papers (N) in a given dataset having 
N or more citations…. This measure attempts to reflect both productivity (number of 
papers) and impact (number of citations) in one number” (Thomson Reuters 2008).  

 hI-index: reduces the effects of co-authorships by dividing the h-index by the average 
number of authors in the articles that contribute to the h-index.  

 g-index: similar to the h-index but more heavily weights highly-cited articles (Harzing 2007).   
 

Accuracy of results for both author and journal performance may be influenced by several 
factors. Publish or Perish uses citations from Google Scholar, which searches across a wide variety of 
disciplines and sources for articles, books, abstracts, theses, etc., from academic publishers, 
professional societies, online sources, and university and other websites.10 Like all databases, it may 
contain transcription/data entry errors and may underreport books or publications in languages 
other than English (Harzing 2007). Our query returned books and several relevant French, 
Portuguese, and Spanish-language items, which were direct outputs from GRP28 research efforts 
during the 12-year timeframe. Errors related to faulty search terms are reduced by using the author 
search, which we used in our query. An advantage to using Google Scholar is that it can help identify 

                                                      
5 http://thomsonreuters.com/products_services/science/science_products/a-z/web_of_science/.  

6 Ibid. 

7 Ibid. 

8 http://www.eigenfactor.org.  

9 Ibid. 

10 http://scholar.google.com/intl/en/scholar/about.html.  

http://thomsonreuters.com/products_services/science/science_products/a-z/web_of_science/
http://www.eigenfactor.org/
http://scholar.google.com/intl/en/scholar/about.html


 

 

 

- 8 - 

unique citations and items from non-ISI (Institute of Scientific Information) listed journals, which are 
not available in Web of Science, a citation indexing and search service particularly useful with 
scientific and academic journals. The additional citations may not affect the authors’ rankings but 
may more fully illustrate the author’s broader intellectual impact in the field.   
 

These metrics need to be considered with some caveats. High citation metrics are considered 
to indicate that an author has had a high level of influence in the field, but the converse is not always 
true (Harzing 2007). Low citation metrics can be attributed to a small scholarly field, publications in 
languages other than English, and publishing in formats other than scholarly journals, including 
books, brochures, and training manuals. Thus, as a second approach to assessing the influence of 
IFPRI’s research outputs, we surveyed and interviewed stakeholders identified in part by IFPRI 
(though not in their employ necessarily) and through snowball sampling to gather more in-depth 
feedback. Stakeholders included past and current IFPRI staff, partners (for instance, WFP), donors 
(for instance, World Bank), and other researchers.  
 

Several challenges presented themselves to the analysis of the relative publications 
performances of both key team members and the journals in which they published. As previously 
mentioned, it was extremely difficult to unerringly attribute team member contributions to GRP28 
versus another MP/GRP as individual researchers were typically members of more than one 
theme/sub-theme (and sometimes of more than one division). Thus, research outputs were also 
difficult if not impossible to attribute to one theme/sub-theme or another, a task made all the more 
difficult by changes to the structure and numbering of themes and sub-themes over the years. The 
division and theme/sub-theme leaders often publish across all themes, sub-themes, and programs 
under their jurisdiction, much like university-based researchers who are listed as authors on 
publications by their master’s, doctoral, or postdoctoral students.11 For example, between 2000 and 
2010, Michelle Adato was a team member in seven distinct themes/sub-themes including GRP28 
(Annex E), during which time she was a prolific author and co-author. Thus, the difficulty was 
identifying which of her many publications could be primarily attributed to GRP28 and therefore 
included as part of the current assessment.  
 

It could be argued that a research project that is relevant to multiple themes/sub-themes 
should be counted as evidence of contribution in each of the themes to which they are relevant. If 
so, it would be necessary to develop a means of objectively allocating the total research effort across 
all of the relevant themes/sub-themes, based perhaps on how the research budget is allocated 
across the themes/sub-themes. If such a financial tracking system exists within IFPRI, this could have 
been used to weight how much of a research project’s effort should be attributed to GRP28.  
 

The second approach utilized in the review of IFPRI’s research program on social protection 
involved stakeholder interviews. Skype interviews were conducted with individuals identified as 
being familiar with IFPRI’s work, including former and current staff. The initial list of relevant 
stakeholder names was provided by IFPRI and then augmented through a snowball technique, and 
gleaning from the literature and the professional networks of team members. Unfortunately, few 
government stakeholders were identified either by IFPRI or by snowball methods. In some cases, 
individuals proved difficult to track down in terms of their current employment; in other cases 

                                                      
11 As with university-based researchers and their students, IFPRI’s team leaders often contribute intellectual, logistical, or 
other support functions to team researchers that facilitate the research being reported, even if they were not directly 
involved in the day-to-day research. 
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people felt too much time had elapsed since their involvement to remember clearly. Thus, 
government insights into the impacts of IFPRI’s research on social-protection policy over the 12-year 
timeframe are limited. The evaluation team acknowledges this limitation. 
 

Lastly, three case studies were conducted as a way to demonstrate the types of influence 
IFPRI had on key partners involved in its research activities. Project case studies are used to trace the 
pathways and influences of the project on key stakeholders at international, national, and relevant 
sub-national levels; identify policy responses and other effects generated or influenced by the 
project; and examine what, if any, contributions IFPRI’s research activities may have made to the 
long-term sustainability of the project. Case studies primarily represent pioneer or iconic programs, 
as well as long-term engagement with IFPRI, and include:  
 

Mexico: In 1997, the Mexican government launched what was at the time a “revolutionary” 
approach to social-protection programming (Skoufias 2005). Based on an understanding that poor 
health, nutrition, and education are both root causes of and result from poverty, the Programa de 
Educación, Salud y Alimentación (PROGRESA) program (later renamed Oportunidades), sought to 
integrate implementation of health, education, and nutrition interventions at the same time rather 
than independently. It was also unique in that it was intended to be evaluated and recommendations 
for improvement implemented on an on-going basis. IFPRI was involved with the initial evaluation of 
the PROGRESA/ Oportunidades program, and produced a plethora of reports, briefs, discussion 
papers, and refereed and other publications beginning in about 1998 and continuing past the next 10 
years.  
 

Still in existence in 2014, the PROGESA/Oportunidades program (now called Prospera) is 
among the longest-running conditional cash transfer (CCT) programs found anywhere in the world. It 
is also perhaps the most evaluated CCT program that exists, and has served as the model for CCT 
programs in other countries in Latin America, Africa, and the United States.  
 

Although poverty rates have recently declined in Mexico—in large part due to social-
protection programs like Oportunidades—the number of people living in poverty has increased 
(Wilson and Silva 2013); more than 20 million children live in poverty (53 percent) and 4 million in 
extreme poverty (UNICEF 2014). Thus, effective social-protection programming, including safety 
nets, remains important in Mexico, particularly given the current administration’s commitment to 
reducing poverty. 
 

Given that IFPRI’s mission includes long-term sustainability of efforts to reduce poverty, 
malnutrition, and hunger, and that Mexico’s PROGRESA/ Oportunidades program is in its 
seventeenth year, it offered the opportunity to examine IFPRI’s contributions—if any—to the long-
term sustainability of a large-scale national CCT program, including assessing what the program is 
currently doing, how/why it may have changed over the years, and what role IFPRI may have played 
in facilitating that change. In addition, it might also provide insights into how the government 
envisions its social-protection programming evolving in the future, and whether/how that vision 
might have been informed by IFPRI’s earlier research. 
 

Bangladesh: IFPRI’s long-term work in Bangladesh served as a second case study for the 
same reasons articulated above, that is, social-protection programming has a long history in 
Bangladesh, as does IFPRI’s role in designing and/or evaluating various social safety-net programs, 
including WFP’s FFE program (IFPRI 2000, 2001), the cash-based Primary Education Stipend Program 
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(PES) (IFPRI 2004b), and the Female Secondary School Stipend Project (FSSSP) (IFPRI 2004b), 
among others. Again, Bangladesh offers an opportunity for assessing what, if any, role IFPRI may 
have played in facilitating long-term sustainability of the government’s social-protection 
programming and if/how it might influence future programming.  
 

Global policy decisionmakers: Interviews were conducted with policy decisionmakers in 
order to determine how IFPRI’s research outputs may have influenced global-level policies and 
investments in social-protection programming by donors and decisionmakers over the 12-year 
period. The UK’s Department for International Development (DFID), World Bank, and the Inter-
American Development Bank (IDB) funded IFPRI evaluations of the social-protection programs that 
were supported by these agencies (for instance, PROGRESA in Mexico and Red de Protección Social 
in Nicaragua). For example, IFPRI’s three-year partnership with WFP looked at lessons learned for 
food programming across a number of projects and countries, specifically to investigate the 
appropriateness of shifting from food to vouchers and cash transfers. Ultimately, this work had 
significant influence on WFP policies.  
 

The case studies involved site visits (conducted in September 2014) for one-on-one 
interviews or Skype/telephone interviews with key program staff, government officials, 
implementing partners, donors, IFPRI researchers, etc. 
 
Limitations/challenges 
 
Some of the challenges encountered during the assessment involved the overlap in timing of the 
interview process with unavailability of stakeholders during the time we were in-country, a lack of 
response to initial and repeat inquiries regarding input to the assessment, and finally, certain 
stakeholders were no longer working in the field or interested in contributing to the assessment.  
 

Changes in the formatting and reporting for IFPRI’s annual Internal Program Report (IPR) 
made it difficult and time-consuming to identify those activities and outputs attributable to the 
social-protection research theme/sub-theme versus other IFPRI themes/sub-themes. While we have 
tried to parse larger lists and piece together such information where possible, duplications and gaps 
remain, with the likely outcome being an underestimation of the positive contributions of the social-
protection research activities to its outputs and impacts. Chapter 4 provides more discussion of what 
activities are included or omitted. 
 

Given that the GRP28’s conceptual framework was based on the concept of the “project 
cycle,” there was no TOC and a noticeable lack of documentation provided to the evaluation team 
that shed light on whether any systematic analysis and subsequent program redesign may have 
occurred for the GRP28 program itself (though it obviously went through several changes in its 
name). Were there periodic reviews and/or assessments of GRP28 activities that tracked progress 
toward program goals? It is unclear whether the numerous reorganizations that occurred were 
based on a systematic evaluation of the program, its outputs, and impacts.  
 

Lastly, it was beyond the ability of this review to assess any “returns on investment” for 
GRP28 activities (that is, did IFPRI’s research findings contribute to policy changes that resulted in 
enhanced program impact and what were the costs) due primarily to a lack of relevant data 
regarding GRP28 program costs and/or our inability to access it. As noted by Renkow and Slade 
(2013), empirical evidence is often lacking regarding the outcomes and impact of policy-oriented 
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research, making it difficult to conduct a robust cost-benefit analysis of IFPRI’s contributions to 
changes in policy. However, in their rough estimation of the costs/benefits of IFPRI’s work with the 
PSNP in Ethiopia, Renkow and Slade (2013) suggest that IFPRI’s contributions to the effectiveness of 
one part of the program produced benefits that were 29 times greater than the $1.3 million IFPRI 
spent on monitoring it over the years.  
 

Other cost-benefit analyses of some of IFPRI’s policy-oriented research activities also suggest 
that overall, the benefits far outweigh the costs. Simulations of benefit-to-cost ratios for IFPRI’s 
evaluation of Mexico’s PROGRESA program also suggest that the benefits were high relative to 
IFPRI’s costs for each of four types of benefits considered, and that any one of them justify IFPRI’s 
involvement, even under conservative estimates (Behrman 2007). 
 

In the absence of information regarding the costs of all relevant activities attributable to the 
GRP28 program over the 12-year timeframe, it was not possible to even attempt to estimate the 
costs-benefits of GRP28’s research activities. However, given such analyses as those by Renkow and 
Slade (2013) and Behrman (2007), we suggest the benefits are substantial. Cost-effectiveness is 
discussed only from the perspective of individual programs evaluated by IFPRI as part of its research 
activities. 
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4.  PROGRAM OUTPUTS AND OUTCOMES 

Outputs refers to the products resulting from IFPRI’s research, capacity strengthening, and policy 
communications activities, such as publications, workshops, conferences, trainings, policy briefs, 
media releases, etc. Outcomes refers to changes in thinking or behavior resulting from use of the 
various outputs. The primary outcome of interest to the current assessment is the improved 
research capacity and policy communications of national, and particularly government, institutions 
to promote, design, and implement policies and programs that provide multisectoral and cost-
effective interventions for poverty alleviation and improved nutrition. 
 

One of the biggest challenges encountered in assessing outputs and outcomes of IFPRI’s 
work on social protection over the 12-year period is separating various outputs and outcomes of the 
GRP28 program (and its MP18 predecessor) from those of IFPRI’s closely related programs (including 
poverty, nutrition, gender, diet, urban food security, and nutrition) within FCND/PHND. As noted 
previously, much of IFPRI’s work was conducted jointly across more than one theme or sub-theme 
by which IFPRI’s research activities were organized at the time, as well as across divisions. Given that 
both renaming and reorganization occurred during the 12-year period, it was nearly impossible (and 
would have required a significant time investment) for the team to track each product—journal 
article or presentation, for example—specifically to its appropriate theme or sub-theme. Thus, there 
is undoubtedly over- or underestimation of certain outputs as some were included or omitted when 
they should not have been.   
 

Additionally, much of our ability to identify outputs attributable to GRP28 derived from the 
annual IPRs, which changed format and presentation of annual activities on several occasions. In 
2007, the IPR’s no longer presented research output and outreach accomplishments (publications, 
workshops, trainings, conferences, etc.) by theme/sub-theme but rather by individual team member, 
making it even more problematic in attributing outputs to GRP28, given the multiple themes/sub-
themes in which individual researchers were typically members. For example, Michelle Adato, Akhter 
Ahmed, and John Hoddinott were all prolific authors during the timeframe of the assessment, and 
each was a team member in anywhere from one to five different themes/sub-themes, depending on 
the year (see Annex E). In the end, it seemed more reasonable to cast a wider net and acknowledge 
the potential overestimation. We acknowledge that the multi-themed work conducted by Adato, 
Ahmed, and Hoddinott (as well as most researchers housed within GRP28) may appropriately reflect 
the complex and multidimensional nature of issues such as malnutrition. However, complex 
problems and comprehensive approaches for addressing them do not necessarily need to be “split” 
across organizational or programmatic “units.” Or if so, then a system is needed for determining and 
tracking how much of a comprehensive program should be allocated to an individual institutional 
“unit” (theme or sub-theme). 
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A. Outputs 

Global Public Goods  

 
As an international research institution, IFPRI provides global food policy knowledge as an 
international public good. The primary objective of the GRP28 involved the provision of evidence-
based research findings for use by decisionmakers to inform development of policies and 
programming to combat poverty and promote nutrition among the most vulnerable. In terms of 
producing global public goods, the GRP28 program was by most measures quite successful.  
Over 350 publications—journal articles, policy briefs, reports, discussion papers, etc.—resulted from 
GRP28 program activities between 2000 and 2012 (Table 1). Although not a complete picture given 
the somewhat arbitrariness of classifying a publication as “being from GRP28” versus another 
theme/sub-theme, Table 1 provides some indication of research productiveness. These global goods 
are available through the IFPRI website.12 
 
Table 1. Type of publications by year13  

Year 
Journal 
articles 

Policy 
Briefs 

Discussion 
Papers 

Research 
reports, 

2020 
papers/briefs 

Book 
chapters Books 

Unpublished 
reports, 

mimeos, etc. 
Annual 
Total 

2000 7 1 4 2 2 1 12 29 

2001 3 5 15 2 0 0 3 28 

2002 7 2 12 1 2 0 8 32 

2003 6 6 6 1 2 0 9 30 

2004 10 9 5 4 6 0 7 41 

2005 6 9 7 4 4 0 6 36 

2006 3 2 1 1 2 0 7 16 

2007 9 1 2 9 6 1 15 43 

2008 4 2 4 2 3 0 12 27 

2009 8 2 3 5 6 1 7 32 

2010 0 0 1 0 9 1 2 13 

2011 2 0 4 0 0 0 3 9 

2012 2 1 0 1 2 0 8 14 

Total 67 40 64 32 44 4 99 350 

 
At least 67 peer-reviewed journal articles were published, over half (56 percent) of them 

before 2006. A similar total number of IFPRI Discussion Papers were produced, many of which were 
converted to briefs (e.g., discussion paper brief, IFPRI/WFP Linking Research and Action brief), and 
eventually journal articles. In 2010, the public goods record for GRP28 is dominated by the 

                                                      
12 www.ifpri.org. 

13 Publications data were generated primarily from IFPRI’s Annual IPR reports for 2000–2012 and a list of 283 relevant 
publications provided by John Hoddinott. A separate IFPRI analysis of citations from the GRP28 program provided to the 
review team lists only 267 publications and is not used in this analysis. 

http://www.ifpri.org/
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publication of IFPRI’s book Conditional Cash Transfers in Latin America edited by Adato and 
Hoddinott. 
 

As reflected in the annual totals, between 2000 and 2009 the program consistently produced 
more than the average annual number of public goods (Mean = 27), with the notable exception of 
2006. According to the 2006 IPR, the year was “characterized by addressing new research questions 
and working on innovative programs” as well as conclusion of data collection for several evaluations. 
Thus, research was both ending and just beginning in 2006, perhaps resulting in production of fewer 
global goods, both unpublished and published.  
 

The last three years of the assessment period (2010–2012) have fewer publications overall, 
during which a number of programs were initiated and have only recently ended or are on-going. The 
lower numbers may also reflect in part the lag time between conducting research, analyzing data, 
and producing a manuscript, followed by the lag time between submission of a manuscript and its 
publication.  
 

Perhaps not unexpectedly, considerably more unpublished documents were produced than 
any other single type of publication, since multi-year projects typically include multiple reports 
(including baseline, interim, endline, and donor) and offer great opportunity for publishing—both 
externally and internally. For example, IFPRI’s long-term involvement with the Productive Safety 
Nets Program (PSNP) in Ethiopia produced a large number of published and unpublished documents. 
Beginning with a report on the baseline evaluation of Ethiopia’s national Food Security Program in 
2006 (which included the PSNP and other food security programs) through reports published in 2013 
(performance, outcomes), at least 27 published articles and unpublished reports were produced.  
 

The PSNP serves as a prime example of the genesis and evolution of publications within 
GRP28—and generally within IFPRI. Though not true in all cases, it is not uncommon for a work to 
occur first as an unpublished report, followed by a manuscript and/or discussion paper, which is 
often then converted to a brief, and finally published in a peer-reviewed journal. For example, 
Gilligan, Hoddinott, and Tafesse produced a 2008 unpublished paper analyzing the PSNP and its 
linkages, as well as a 2008 discussion paper on the impact of the PSNP and its linkages, which was 
then published in the Journal of Development Studies in 2009. This is not to say that this represents 
repetition in that each publication is simply restating in a slightly different way the same data, 
analysis, and interpretation. Nor does this necessarily represent “inflation” of a publication record. 
Rather, it may simply reflect IFPRI’s process of developing research products from a program or 
project. For example, a project report may be generated first in order to provide results and advice 
to governments or donors as soon as possible. A discussion paper may then be produced in order to 
raise the profile of the work, and to gather potentially important feedback before submission to a 
peer-reviewed journal for publication.  
 

Even programs of much shorter duration, such as IFPRI’s involvement with Turkey’s 
conditional cash transfer program (August 2005–December 2006), often produced multiple reports. 
Four unpublished reports were prepared for the Government of Turkey between 2006 and 2007:  

 an initial qualitative assessment,  

 a second qualitative assessment, 

 an interim impact evaluation, and 
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 a final impact evaluation report. 
 

Overall, neither the appearance of duplication for some of IFPRI’s global goods nor multiple 
unpublished reports of a single study represents a problem per se, other than as a (potentially 
incorrect) perception by others. On the other hand, it can be somewhat misleading to judge outputs 
based solely on the numbers, as “overlap” of study results obviously occurs, for example between 
discussion papers, briefs, and published journal articles. An exception might be publication of a two-
page brief based on study results from a 100+ page discussion paper, which greatly increases 
accessibility of evidence-based knowledge for policymakers. However, publishing the same basic 
information in more than one source simply does not reflect “greater productivity” by a researcher. 
Although a minor example, in 2005 the article “Does food aid really have disincentive effects? New 
evidence from sub-Saharan Africa” was published both in a peer-reviewed journal and an edited 
book, both of which are widely and publically available.  
 

According to stakeholder interviews with IFPRI researchers, publication numbers matter 
given the “publish or perish” philosophy within the Institute. Promotion (or lack thereof) depends in 
large part on the strength of their publications record, providing strong motivation to publish 
regardless of whether additional outputs contribute significantly to the body of knowledge about a 
particular subject area. Again, this is not to imply that researchers purposively or maliciously “inflate” 
their publications records. Rather, it suggests an underlying structural issue that complicates 
assessment of IFPRI’s contribution to the global body of evidence on social protection, at least as 
assessed by numbers alone.  

 
Researcher performance 

The data presented in Table 1 suggest—at least to the evaluation team—that the GRP28 team was 
quite productive, though no established benchmarks exist against which this record can be assessed 
objectively. In addition to publications numbers however, professional evaluation and promotion 
processes often also emphasize researchers’ influence in a field of expertise, as reflected by citations 
of their work; research influence is often evaluated by the number of times individual publications 
are cited by others. Clearly, IFPRI is a world-class research institute, well known for quality research 
in food security, livelihoods, and nutrition among other fields. Table 2 shows the citation record for 
an “average” member of the GRP28 team of researchers, which is composed of three prominent 
senior-level research fellows and two junior research fellows. An average was used as it is not the 
purview of this review to assess performance of individual researchers on the GRP28 team. It should 
also be noted that using a different combination of individuals to create average performance would 
obviously produce different results, though would also likely reflect high productivity. 
 

The strong average publication performance metrics presented in Table 2 indicate that 
GRP28 team members are highly productive and influential. Following Bennett (2013), as a non-
rigorous but nonetheless useful reference for comparison, the performance metrics are provided for 
an IFPRI division director, a prominent and senior tenured professor—as well as an untenured entry-
level professor, and a prominent and senior researcher in the social-protection division at the World 
Bank. The performance metrics for the average GRP28 team member are very similar to those for an 
IFPRI division director and researcher at a similar institute and greater in most respects than either 
academic.  
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Table 2. Author performance metrics for 2000–2012 

 
Average GRP28 

performance 

IFPRI 
division 
Director 

Univ. prof., 
tenured 

Univ. prof., 
untenured 

Researcher 
at similar 
institute 

Number of papers 158 242 207 54 214 

Total Citations 3637 4524 1085 50 3365 

Cites/year 259.81 323.14 18.08 2.78 240.36 

Cites/paper 
(mean) 

22.17 18.69 5.24 0.93 15.72 

Cites/author 1524.57 1970.92 507.21 36.75 1579.00 

Cites/author/year 108.89 140.78 8.45 2.04 112.78 

Papers/author 70.19 97.57 138.13 38.07 85.71 

Authors/paper 
(mean) 

2.85 3.31 2.19 1.85 3.06 

h-index 27 34 17 4 24 

hI-index 9.59 11.45 5.9 4 7.89 

g-index 54 64 28 4 55 

Source: Harzing 2007.  

 
Using the GRP28 team group as a proxy for the program itself, the top 20 citations are 

presented in Figure 3. The most cited paper by the GRP28 team used in this analysis, “Long-term 
consequences of early childhood malnutrition” by Alderman, Hoddinott, and Kinsey (2006) was cited 
745 times. The least-cited paper used in this analysis was cited just under 200 times.  
 
Figure 3. Top 20 citations for GRP28 team 
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Journal performance 

Of the total number of global public goods produced as part of GRP28, 67 were published in a peer-
reviewed journal, the “gold-standard” by which the publications records of IFPRI’s researchers are 
primarily measured. Production of global public goods is a clear mandate for IFPRI and by most 
standard measures (number of citations, author performance), the GRP28 program has performed 
admirably. However, not all peer-reviewed journals are considered of equal value in terms of the 
quality and impact of their published studies. Following Bennett (2013), this section reviews the 
general caliber and performance of peer-reviewed journals in which the GRP28 team members have 
published.  
 

Journal performance reflects citations to all articles within the journal and does not 
necessarily reflect individual article or author impact. Table 3 shows the JCR and Eigenfactor metrics 
for journals in which GRP28 team members published over the 12-year timeframe. Some are high-
ranking journals with a specialized research orientation (The Lancet, Journal of Nutrition), some are 
high-ranking journals with a more academic orientation (The Economic Journal, Food Policy, Economic 
Development and Cultural Change). Still others may have a more specialized readership (for instance, 
for practitioners) and thus are not as heavily cited nor influential (as is the Journal of International 
Development).  

 
Both The Lancet and the Journal of Nutrition have very high impact factors and Eigenfactor 

scores, and higher-than average influence scores, suggesting the influential natures within their 
fields. The Economic Journal, Journal of Developmental Economics, and Food Policy all have impact 
factors over 2 and above-average influence scores.  

 
For better or worse, publish or perish remains strong as a motivating factor within IFPRI. The 

pressure to publish was mentioned by several IFPRI staff members interviewed during the course of 
this assessment, particularly in relation to trying to balance the need for publications (the measure 
by which they would be evaluated professionally) with activities related to capacity building, a core 
pillar within IFPRI generally and noted in the 2000 IPR as an area of need within the GRP28 program. 
Regardless of their motivations for publishing, GRP28 team members tended to publish in fairly 
influential journals over the 12-year timeframe. 
 
Table 3. Journal performance 

 JCR data Eigenfactor metrics 

Source 
Total 
Cites 

2013 
Impact 
Factor 

5-Year 
Impact 
Factor 

Imme-
diacy 
Index 

Articles 
published 

Cited 
half-
life 

Eigen-
factor® 

score 

Article 
Influence 

score® 

Oxford economic papers 

 - 0.851 1.397 - - - - - 

The Journal of Development Studies 

 1606 0.714 1.135 0.218 119 8 0.00466 0.637 

Journal of Nutrition 

 34749 4.227 4.693 0.696 273 >10 0.03968 1.381 

The Lancet  

 176528 39.207 39.315 12.649 276 9 0.38168 15.966 
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 JCR data Eigenfactor metrics 

Source 
Total 
Cites 

2013 
Impact 
Factor 

5-Year 
Impact 
Factor 

Imme-
diacy 
Index 

Articles 
published 

Cited 
half-
life 

Eigen-
factor® 

score 

Article 
Influence 

score® 

Oxford Bulletin of Economics and Statistics 

 1908 1.038 1.984 0.087 46 >10 0.00483 1.494 

Economic development and cultural change 

 1353 0.868 1.177 0.185 27 >10 0.00239 1.105 

Food Policy 

 2031 2.331 2.951 0.221 113 5.6 0.00621 1.022 

The Economic Journal 

 8116 2.587 3.418 0.479 71 >10 0.02258 3.357 

World Development 

 7452 1.733 2.319 0.370 189 >10 0.01558 1.162 

Journal of Development Economics 

 4251 2.411 3.106 0.222 108 9.3 0.01691 2.513 

Journal of International Development 

 1010 0.669 - 0.273 66 9.2 0.00258 - 
Source: Web of Science. 

 
Capacity Strengthening  

In 2000, FCND/PHND recognized capacity building as an area needing more emphasis in large part 
because “methodologies for proactive assessment of capacity for nutrition programming have been 
overlooked” (IFPRI 2000). At that time, FCND/PHND envisioned “embarking on a multi-country, 
action research project” in order to address this need by analyzing the political and institutional 
factors that influence performance and build capacity “for the design, implementation, and 
evaluation of effective and successful large-scale interventions.” By 2007, the program was touted as 

having widely contributed to an “evaluation culture” in 
regards to social-protection and safety-net programming 
generally and conditional cash transfer programs specifically 
(IFPRI 2007). Nowhere is this more evident than in Mexico, 
where IFPRI played a critical role in supporting national 
efforts to promote the use of rigorous evaluations in 
development of social policy (see Outcomes and Impacts 
below).  
 

IFPRI engaged in several levels of capacity building, including pre-, mid-, and post-project 
planning and dissemination workshops; in-country technical support; trainings; and supporting 
students. The program implemented a wide range of evaluation designs and econometric methods 
to analyze randomized, nonrandomized, experimental, and quasi-experimental designs and 
conducted numerous trainings on impact evaluation methodologies for key personnel. For example, 
the former director of El Salvador’s Red Solidaria (RS) noted that an IFPRI training workshop for key 
personnel from the Fondo de Inversión Social para el Desarrollo Local “gave the team exactly the 
background that they needed to be better consumers of our future deliverables” (IFPRI 2008). 
 

“Indeed, one major reason that 

PROGRESA/ Oportunidades is 

so well known has been the 

centrality of its efforts at serious 

evaluation from the start….” 

~Behrman and Parker 2010 
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For illustrative purposes only, the following is a limited selection of capacity-strengthening 
activities (including designing research projects, data analysis, addressing operational issues) 
conducted between 2000 and 2012 as part of IFPRI’s social-protection research efforts, as they are 
too numerous to list in their entirety. 

 Workshops on methods for evaluating impacts of social-protection programs were held for 
government and other key stakeholders in a number of programs, including:  

 BRAC’s Targeted Ultra Poor Program in Bangladesh 

 HarvestPlus’ Reaching End Users (REU) in Mozambique and Uganda 

 Red Solidaria (RS) in El Salvador 

 Ministry of Finance personnel and others for Ethiopia’s PSNP 

 Programa de Asignación Familiar (PRAF) in Honduras 

 Data dissemination workshops for “Understanding Rural Poverty and Poverty Dynamics in 
Bangladesh,” organized by the Chronic Poverty Research Centre, Data Analysis and Technical 
Assistance Ltd. (DATA), and IFPRI.  

 IFPRI staff out-posted to Mexico City provided technical assistance to Mexico’s 
PROGRESA/Oportunidades program in survey design and implementation, applied policy 
research methods, data analysis, and development of poverty measurements.   

 A series of seminars and workshops were conducted at the Ministry of Food in Bangladesh 
and included training courses on Effective Policy Communication Skill and a course in Food 
Policy for high-level officials. 

 Training was provided in NVivo qualitative data analysis software and qualitative data coding 
to the anthropological fieldwork team for Turkey’s conditional cash transfer program. 

 In order to build capacity within Malawian institutions to collect and analyze poverty data, 
numerous courses on analysis and use of statistical software (for instance, SPSS) were 
conducted with the Government of Malawi’s Poverty Monitoring System institutions. Hands-
on training in collecting socioeconomic data related to poverty, developing analytical skills, 
generating poverty profiles, and reviewing policies that influence poverty measures were 
provided to staff at the National Statistical Office, the National Economic Council, and the 
Center for Social Research. A research fellow with FCND/PHND led IFPRI’s technical 
assistance efforts in Malawi in order to support the government’s development of a national 
Poverty Monitoring System for its Poverty Alleviation Program. 

 An outposted Research Fellow from IFPRI provided significant—daily—support and training 
to economists at the Ministry of Planning and Finance in Mozambique, including on data 
analysis using Stata, interpretation of results, analysis of the implications of the findings on 
policy to alleviate poverty, and communicating findings to nontechnical audiences (for 
example, as public forums). Poverty profiles were developed and published for 11 provinces. 
Seminars held by the Ministry of Planning and Finance allowed for presentation and 
discussion of provincial poverty profile analyses and alternative methodologies for 
measuring poverty. IFPRI provided support and advice to the government during its 
preparation of the national Poverty Reduction Action Plan, as well as of the interim Poverty 
Reduction Strategy Paper for the World Bank and International Monetary Fund (IMF). 

 In South Africa, research findings from the public works program were disseminated via an 
innovative traveling workshop concept that facilitated bringing the research results to 
regional and local government officials, nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), and 
community-based organizations in rural areas throughout Western Cape Province. Nearly 450 
local stakeholders participated in workshops conducted across seven locations.  



 

 

 

- 20 - 

 In Ethiopia, significant training on analysis of panel data was provided to the Central 
Statistical Agency. 

 
Although capacity-strengthening activities over the 12-year period consisted largely of formal 

trainings and workshops, provided particularly to government officials and other key personnel, 
informal interactions with IFPRI researchers and contracted experts were also of great value to 
national and program personnel. In particular, interviews with stakeholders who had been involved 
with Mexico’s PROGRESA/Oportunidades program overwhelming recognized the value of their 
interactions with IFPRI researchers, calling it a “remarkable experience.”  
 

According to stakeholders interviewed regarding the Mexico work, little or no apparent 
systematic or formal approach to capacity building was employed, but IFPRI researchers were 
considered to be very generous with their time, helping to bring 
everyone together as a team and were very respectful of 
everyone’s opinion. There was general agreement that anyone who 
was involved with the program benefitted from IFPRI’s 
participation and that “everyone learned from each other.” It was 
considered a close partnership or collaboration between IFPRI and 
Mexican researchers, rather than as IFPRI simply providing 
technical assistance. The meetings and informal discussions with 
IFPRI’s senior researchers and experts were the real training arenas for young researchers (both 
Mexican and international). One stakeholder suggested that it was “better to work with IFPRI than 
to go get a PhD; that the real-life experience with IFPRI was more valuable.” IFPRI provided 
credibility to the young professionals seeking post-PROGRESA employment. Indeed, many of those 
involved early on with PROGRESA went on to high-level positions within the Mexican government 
and with the World Bank, Inter-American Development Bank, International Monetary Fund, etc. 
PROGRESA was considered by many of the young professionals who worked on it as critical to their 
career trajectories. According to Jackson (2005), researchers take with them important lessons 
learned—in this case from PROGRESA—when they move to other institutions, which represents “an 
important element of research impact.” 
 

In Bangladesh, IFPRI has had a marked influence on national capacity to conduct evaluations, 
collect data, and statistically analyze and interpret results. In the early 1990s, several former IFPRI 
staff from the food policy office in Bangladesh started the research consulting firm, DATA, which 
conducts surveys for international clientele such as the World Bank, WFP, IFPRI, Institute of 
Development Studies (IDS), etc.14 Although not a direct result of IFPRI capacity-strengthening 
activities per se,15 DATA helps ensure that capacity for conducting rigorous evaluations exists in 
Bangladesh. Both the PROGRESA and DATA cases represent prime examples of Jackson’s “important 
element of research impact,” in that young researchers took full advantage of their “lessons 
learned” with IFPRI and transformed them into influential career trajectories.  
 

A number of visiting researchers and postdoctoral fellows were involved with FCND/PHND 
programs over the years, including GRP28, some of whom went on to become IFPRI research fellows 

                                                      
14 http://www.databd.org/about.htm.  

15 As far as the evaluation team could determine, IFPRI did not specifically and strategically invest resources into the 
establishment of DATA as an independent consulting firm. Rather, it appears that the company was formed by individuals 
who had worked at IFPRI or otherwise gained experience by working with IFPRI. 

“Lots of people made 

their careers based on the 

[PROGRESA] 

evaluation.”  

~Stakeholder interview 

 

http://www.databd.org/about.htm
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and senior research fellows in the program. GRP28 researchers provided significant support—often 
annually—to academic and graduate programs (seminars, presentations) including the:  

 Rural Development seminar at the School of International Service American University, 
Washington, DC 

 Agribusiness Industry seminar at the U.S. Industrial College of the Armed Forces  

 Ecology of World Hunger course seminar, Department of International Health, Georgetown 
University, Washington, DC 

 MPH seminar “Global Health Frameworks” at George Washington University, Washington, 
DC 

 Graduate seminar “Food, Globalization, and Security” at the Elliot School for International 
Affairs, George Washington University, Washington, DC 

 Department of Agricultural and Resource Economics, University of Maryland, College Park, 
Maryland 

 Department of Development Sociology, Cornell University, New York 

 Division of Economics, School of Management, University of Natal, Durban, South Africa 

 School of Economics, University of Philippines 

 Department of Economics, Addis Ababa University 

 Population Studies Center, University of Pennsylvania 

 Foundation for Advanced Studies on International Development and the National Graduate 
Institute for Policy Studies, Tokyo, Japan 

 School of International Service, American University, Washington, DC 

 Northeastern Universities Development Conferences, Boston University, Massachusetts 

 Experimental Biology Conferences, Federation of American Societies for Experimental 
Biology 

 Population Association of America annual meetings 

 University of Oxford (various)  
 

IFPRI’s annual IPRs are replete with lists of workshops, presentations, seminars, etc., in 
which GRP28 team members participated, until 2010 at least. However, the number of workshops 
IFPRI conducted as part of a specific program or research activity does not necessarily demonstrate 
that capacity has actually been built, nor does the number of participants attending a workshop. For 
example, Jackson (2005) suggests that the number and type of seminars, conferences, and 
symposia, as well as the number of participants in each, may be key output indicators of policy 
research, but that changes in policy do not necessarily follow from these outputs. Rather, the 
number of policymakers present at such events may influence outcomes, for instance, changes in 
policy, and ultimately, impacts, such as reduced poverty, improved nutrition, and food security. 
Information on the number of policy or decisionmakers attending IFPRI workshops, presentations, 
etc., was not included as part of IFPRI’s IPRs. 
 

Strengthening institutional capacity requires more than simply building capacity of individual 
(and perhaps temporary) staff—it requires institutionalizing the importance of and funding for such 
strategies. However, the latter may be exceptionally difficult for IFPRI to accomplish, particularly 
given the rather short-term timeframe of most of their research efforts. Additionally, gains from such 
activities can be short-lived due to staff turnover within national governments or implementing 
partners, and high-level changes in national governments, both of which are out of IFPRI’s control. 
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Capacity strengthening is mentioned as a core objective of several GRP28 programs (for 
example, Malawi and Mozambique), although little is articulated about how this would be achieved. 
The main capacity-strengthening strategy of the GRP28 program appears to be that “extensive 
capacity building [would be] generated by collaboration with local researchers during evaluations” 
(IFPRI 2004a). By all stakeholder accounts, this was an extremely successful strategy in Mexico, at 
least during Fox’s administration (2000–2006), though perhaps due more to serendipity than 
strategy. That is, IFPRI may simply have gotten lucky in terms of the individual personalities and skill 
sets of the IFPRI staff involved rather than from IFPRI’s strategy of “knowledge rubbing off” 
through collaboration per se. Certain skills are required to effectively mentor and/or train 
developing-country researchers (Frankenberger and Nelson 2010; Jackson 2005) and there is no 
indication that individuals with such skills were specifically selected. As Jackson (2005) notes, linking 
capacity strengthening to research may not be particularly effective for building research capacity 
due to differences in research and training objectives and their potential trade-offs, the relatively 
short timeframe of most research projects, and expectations for what research should achieve.  
 

Though capacity-strengthening activities within the GRP28 were often not separate from 
their research activities, clearly IFPRI pays attention—as much as may be possible—to capacity 
strengthening, even if not always in a formal manner. It is also clear that the program did have a 
noticeable impact on the willingness of governments to conduct rigorous evaluations of their 
development programs, as evidenced in Bangladesh, the development of an evaluation culture in 
Mexico, and by the large number of programs modeled on PROGRESA (PRAF in Honduras, RS in El 
Salvador, Bolsa Alimentação (BA) in Brazil, and Turkey’s CCT). The program’s success in influencing 
longer-term commitment by a government to maintaining its capacity to conduct such evaluations is 
somewhat less obvious. 

 
Policy Communications  

One of the main thrusts of much of IFPRI’s work, including that of the GRP28, involves linking action 
research to policy and decisionmakers (IFPRI 2013). At the global level, achievement of IFPRI’s 
mission includes “being able to communicate IFPRI’s research results to those who make decisions 
that affect the daily lives of the poor and malnourished.”16 Its strategy includes providing evidence-
based knowledge to decisionmakers both inside and outside the countries in which IFPRI conducts 
research. Thus, it strives to produce global public goods, or results generalizable across many 
countries and contexts. As indicated above, the GRP28 program has been highly successful at 
production of global public goods. 
 

Research is critical to understanding the issues. However, the implications stemming from 
research results need to be transformed into policy and programming in order to make a difference 
in the lives of vulnerable populations: reduced poverty and reduced malnutrition (IFPRI 2013). 
Evidence provided through rigorous research must not only inform policy, but policies must be 
funded and programming implemented in order to achieve impact. It is notoriously difficult to assess 
impact at a policy level, not the least because of the changing nature of the policy environment itself 
but also because the research-policy continuum is not necessarily linear. Effecting policy change is a 
long-term process and highly susceptible to changing and often unpredictable political 
environments.  
 

                                                      
16 http://www.ifpri.org/publication/ifpri-strategy-2013%E2%80%932018 
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The key policy communications strategies employed by IFPRI’s program on social protection 
comprised (1) targeted dissemination through presentations of research results at national and 
international conferences and forums, to donors, and to implementing partners in order to promote 
policy dialogue, (2) publications in peer-reviewed journals, (3) delivery of reports to donors and 
partners, and (4) translating research results from scientific publications into short, non-technical 
policy briefs. The publications record (including unpublished reports to donors and partners) is 
described above in Global Public Goods from Research. This section reports on the international 
presence of GRP28 team members at conferences and other forums. 
 

As a key partner over the years, the World Bank sponsored many seminars, conferences, and 
workshops in which GRP28 researchers made numerous presentations. Presentations were provided 
to many donors and implementing partners, including the Asian Development Bank (ADB), IDB, 
Rockefeller Foundation, USAID missions, the Millennium Challenge Corporation, Food and 
Agriculture Organization (FAO), WFP, Bangladesh Institute of Development Studies (BIDS), Japan 
Bank for International Cooperation, DFID, and others.  
 

The GRP28 also utilized national workshops for key 
personnel from relevant levels of government, partners, 
and donors to present both preliminary findings and final 
results, which might then be followed by a larger, more 
public presentation. For example, stakeholders in 
Bangladesh indicated that dissemination workshops that IFPRI conducts are well-attended (300–400 
people), and often include the media. The reliance on workshops for disseminating results may be 
due, in part, to the lag time required for a formal report to be produced. Interviewees in Bangladesh 
indicated that the government may not wait for a formal report before acting on policy 
recommendations from a study because there is often a one- or two-year lag between the end of the 
study and dissemination of its final report. One stakeholder indicated that the Government of 
Bangladesh moved forward with recommendations for reforming the Employment Generation 
Program for the Poorest (EGPP) within a month of IFPRI’s summary of findings, well before 
distribution of the final report.  
 

Policy briefs are meant to make overly technical information more accessible to 
decisionmakers, though they too can be subject to timing issues vis-à-vis decisionmaking processes. 
This is most important for linking evidence to policy within a country. However, IFPRI’s policy briefs 
are considered global public goods and make information accessible to other governments around 
the globe, where issues of timing may not be relevant. Certainly there was considerable government 
interest within Latin America as well as other regions of the globe (including Turkey, China, and  
Africa) in the policy implications of IFPRI’s evaluation of PROGRESA, but it is not clear—and difficult 
to document—whether policy briefs per se played any role in the transfer of knowledge.  
 

As an example regarding the potential importance of policy briefs generally in terms of 
knowledge transfer, Table 4 shows the citation record for briefs produced through the GRP28 
program between 2001 and 2008.17 Google Scholar searches across a wide diversity of disciplines and 
sources for articles, books, abstracts, theses, etc., from academic publishers, professional societies, 
online services, universities, and websites.18 
                                                      
17 The data were provided by IFPRI and comprise 28 of the 41 policy briefs included in Table 1.  

18 http://scholar.google.com/intl/en/scholar/about.html.  

“The change from the RRP to the 

FFE program design happened 

in three to four months.” 

~Stakeholder, Bangladesh 

http://scholar.google.com/intl/en/scholar/about.html
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Table 4. Citations and downloads of IFPRI policy briefs produced through GRP28 (2000–2008) 

Source Number of citations 

Google Scholar  134 

RePEc    
  Number of citations 
  Downloads 
  Abstract views 

 
120 

1,218 
4,402 

 
Research Papers in Economics (RePEc) is a decentralized bibliographic database of economic 

research that includes more grey literature, such as working papers, conference proceedings, and 
reports, which often make up a large part of IFPRI’s public goods. Obviously, policy briefs are well 
utilized, with over 120 citations (depending on the source), 1,200 downloads and 4,400 abstract 
views over the eight-year period analyzed. Although such analysis does little to shed light on if/how 
much briefs are utilized by policymakers themselves, it is clear that policy briefs have contributed 
significantly to the visibility of research conducted through the GRP28 program. 
 

Findings from the GRP28’s research activities were also communicated through attendance 
of team members at national and international conferences, meetings, and workshops. Although 
individual team members rotated in and out of GRP28 over the 12-year period, the team participated 
in a wide range of conferences, seminars, and other forums. Too numerous to provide a complete 
list, the following is but a small sampling of IFPRI’s social-protection presence at the international 
and national levels:19 

 International Conference on the Impact Evaluation of Impacts of Social Programs, Brasilia DF, 
Brazil (2001) 

 Poverty Mapping Methods and Policy Workshop, Nairobi, Kenya (2002) 

 ADB/IDB Workshop on Social Protection for the Poor in Asia and Latin America: Concepts and 
Experiences, Manila, the Philippines (2002) 

 Conference on Understanding Poverty and Growth in Sub-Saharan Africa, Centre for the 
Study of African Economies, Oxford, United Kingdom (2002) 

 Conference on Chronic Poverty and Development Policy, University of Manchester, United 
Kingdom (2003) 

 International Workshop on Defining the Role of Food Aid in Contributing to Sustainable Food 
Security, Berlin (2003) 

 WFP-IFPRI Symposium on Linking Research and Action, Rome, Italy (2005) 

 International Conference on Conditional Cash Transfer Programs (2004, 2005, 2006) 

 International Conference on What Works for the Poorest? Knowledge, Policies, and Practices, 
BRAC, Rajendrapur, Bangladesh (2006) 

 Q-Squared in Practice: A Conference on the Use of Quantitative and Qualitative Methods of 
Poverty Analysis in Decisionmaking, Vietnam Academy of Social Sciences, Hanoi, Vietnam 
(2007) 

 International Conference on Taking Action for the World’s Poor and Hungry People, Beijing, 
China (2007) 

                                                      
19 Beginning in 2010, the annual IPRs no longer reported conferences, seminars, etc.  
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 Stakeholder Consultation, Research Project on “What Development Interventions Work? The 
long-term impact and cost-effectiveness of anti-poverty interventions in Bangladesh,” Dhaka, 
Bangladesh (2008) 

 Consultative Meeting of Experts preceding the First Africa Union Conference of Ministers in 
charge of Social Development, “Towards a Sustainable Social Development Agenda for 
Africa,” Windhoek, Namibia (2008)  

 South Asia Regional Consultation on Renewed Policy Action for the Poorest and Hungry in 
South Asia, co-organized by IFPRI, the ADB, and the International Fund for Agricultural 
Development, in which the results of the Remittance and Poverty studies in Bangladesh, 
Nepal, and Sri Lanka were presented to policymakers from countries in the region. New 
Delhi, India (2008) 

 Global Ministerial Forum on Research for Health Strengthening “Research for Health, 
Development and Equity,” Bamako, Mali (2008) 

 Economic Development in Africa Conference, organized by Centre for the Study of African 
Economies, St. Catherine’s College, Oxford, United Kingdom (2009) 

 19th International Congress of Nutrition, Bangkok, Thailand (2009) 

 South Asia Regional Conference on Global Food Crises: Impact Monitoring and Assessment 
to Inform National Level Policy Responses, organized by Center of Economic and Social 
Studies and IFPRI, Hyderabad, India (2009) 

 
IFPRI is obviously well represented on the world stage, its reputation for high-quality 

research well-known. The GRP28 program was no exception to this rule, as evidenced by the small 
sample of international conferences and seminars to which team members were invited or 
participated.   
 

Part of GRP28’s policy communications strategy—particularly in Bangladesh—relied on 
involving host governments throughout the study, not just providing results at the end. This allows 
for input and buy-in from the government, and can greatly facilitate acceptance of what might 
otherwise be politically unpalatable recommendations for improvements. Stakeholders in 
Bangladesh indicated that the process should begin right away, during the design phase and can 
involve inception meetings, field visits by government officials to potential study areas, discussions 
and dialogue on study designs and methodology, etc., so that a sense of ownership is engendered on 
the part of the government. Program features that may provide for greater policy impact include 
identifying priorities of host-country policymakers, as well as insights into their level of 
understanding of and attitudes toward the relevant issues (for example, by surveying policymakers 
at the beginning of a program), use of advisory boards, and more qualitative approaches (Jackson 
2005). In Bangladesh, stakeholders acknowledged that advisory boards and/or steering committees 
have been utilized in some research programs, but also felt that IFPRI does not have sufficient 
resources nor the “clout” to effectively facilitate such a process (at least in Bangladesh), and should 
rely instead on partners with more resources and what stakeholders perceived to be more influence 
with the government.   

 
Action Research  

One of the specific objectives of research conducted under the GRP28 was for “designing and 
implementing credible impact evaluations” of large-scale social-protection programs that directly 
address the root causes of malnutrition in developing countries (IFPRI 2004a). Impact evaluations 
assess the extent to which a program has caused—or results in—desired changes among the 
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targeted population (Ezemenari, Rudqvist, and Subbarao 1999) and help policy- and other 
decisionmakers determine whether a program should be eliminated, continued, expanded, or 
altered. In the case of large-scale social-protection programs, credible evidence-based impact 
evaluations can help governments determine the best use of limited resources in their efforts to 
reduce poverty and improve the human condition of their citizens.  
 

Research to be conducted under the GRP28 was focused on design and implementation 
processes that would allow for establishing a causal relationship between interventions and impact, 
and the ability to credibly evaluate impact through the use of appropriate quantitative and 
qualitative methodologies (IFPRI 2004a). The importance of impact assessments as part of the 
research agenda within the GRP28 is easily seen in the following questions developed as part of the 
program rationale:  

 What are the appropriate quantitative and qualitative research methods for evaluating such 
programs?  

 What is the appropriate mix of qualitative and quantitative methods for evaluating such 
programs?  

 How do these methods complement or substitute for each other, and how can they most 
effectively be integrated? 

 
Thus, one of the key research outputs envisioned from the program was evidence-based 

knowledge regarding the best way(s) to both quantitatively and qualitatively evaluate the impact of 
large-scale social-protection programs. 
 

A well-designed impact evaluation will credibly estimate not only what the outcomes were 
for program beneficiaries—the impact of the program, but also what the outcomes would have 
been without the program—the counterfactual (de Janvry, Dustan, and Sadoulet 2011). In order to 
properly evaluate program impact, it is necessary to control for the effects of possible confounding 
factors (economic, contextual) that may make program beneficiaries systematically different from 
nonbeneficiaries (Maluccio, Adato, and Skoufias 2010). In order to obtain unbiased estimates of the 
treatment effect, treatment and control groups must be truly comparable in terms of both their pre-
existing observable characteristics (gender, age, education level of the household head) and 
unobservable characteristics (attitudes, knowledge, motivation). Thus, counterfactuals should 
consist of households that are as similar to beneficiary households in as many ways as possible, but 
are not themselves beneficiaries of the program (Skoufias and McClafferty 2001). Impact estimates 
that do not control—or that weakly control—for potential confounding factors suffer from selection 
bias and compromise interpretation of what—if any—impact a program may have had.  
 

A number of quantitative methods (experimental, quasi-experimental, and non-
experimental) can be used to create comparable control groups in order to estimate the 
counterfactual outcomes, each of which requires careful assessment of the extent to which the 
underlying assumptions remain valid when addressing a particular question with a given data set. 
Randomized control trials (RCTs), or randomized impact evaluations, are considered the most 
powerful way to construct a valid counterfactual in order to generate unbiased estimates of 
program impact (Shadish, Cook, and Campbell 2002). The primary assumption of random assignment 
is that variability—in both observable and unobservable traits—is evenly distributed between the 
treatment and control groups. RCTs tend to require large sample sizes in order to detect program 
effects, although multiple measures (baseline, midline, endline) can help offset this need.  
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Between 2000 and 2012, researchers from IFPRI’s GRP28 program conducted numerous 

impact evaluations and used a wide diversity of approaches. Some examples are highlighted below.  
 

 Mexico’s PROGRESA/Oportunidades CCT program was the first of its kind to utilize a 
randomized experimental design. Additionally, the program was phased in across different 
geographic areas over time, which allowed eligible locations identified for future phases of 
the program to be used as a control group (Skoufias 2005; Skoufias and McClafferty 2001). 
Thus, PROGRESA was able to effectively deal with the key challenge associated with impact 
evaluations—the identification of appropriate counterfactuals. Assigning localities and 
making repeated observations (panel data) on households and their members before and 
after the program provided reliable estimates of the impact of the program on beneficiaries 
(the mean direct effect of the treatment on the treated) using any one of a number of widely 
applied comparisons of treated and untreated groups: before-after estimators, difference-in-
difference estimators, or single-difference (cross-sectional) estimators (Skoufias 2005). 

PROGRESA’s impact has been assessed for a wide diversity of outcomes (in  health, 
school participation, food consumption, child height, women’s status and intra-household 
relations, community social relationships) and through a variety of quantitative methods, 
including experimental (Skoufias 2005), quasi-experimental (Buddelmeyer and Skoufias 
2004; Coady and Harris 2001; Skoufias and McClafferty 2001), and nonexperimental (for 
instance, simulation models) approaches (Debowicz and Golan 2013; Dorosh and Debowicz 
2011), all of which allow for estimating counterfactual outcomes. Still other assessments of 
impact combined qualitative methods (including focus groups) with quantitative approaches 
(Adato et al. 2000). 

 Difference-in-difference (double-difference) estimation was used to assess the impact of 
BRAC’s Challenging the Frontiers of Poverty Reduction (CFPR) program on selected 
livelihoods outcomes, Nicaragua’s CCT program, Red de Protección Social (RPS), as well as 
PRAF in Honduras. Modeled after PROGRESA, RPS was also designed as a randomized 
experimental design with pre- and post-program observations conducted in both treatment 
and control communities. Phased-in delivery of the program allowed use of eligible 
communities not yet receiving program benefits as a control (Maluccio and Flores 2005).  

Difference-in-difference methods can be used with both experimental and quasi-
experimental designs and require baseline and follow-up data (midline, endline). Double-
difference estimates are a more robust measure of impact than simply measuring differences 
between two groups at endline (single-difference estimates). Measuring differences over 
time within the treatment group results in potentially biased estimators because any and all 
changes in the group that occurred over time are included, regardless of their causes—they 
may not be program-related. Assuming correct randomization (and its attendant 
assumptions), the double-difference estimate accounts for nonprogram-related changes 
over time in the treatment group by subtracting the total change over time in the control 
group from the total change over time in the treatment group (Maluccio and Flores 2005).  

In PRAF (also modeled after PROGRESA), random selection of 50 out of 70 eligible 
municipalities allowed the remaining municipalities to be used as a control group (Caldés, 
Coady and Maluccio 2004). PRAF included both demand- and supply-side interventions that 
were randomized across locations, which allowed for assessing the effects of intervention 
type.  
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 In a randomized controlled evaluation of two FFE interventions (school feeding and take-
home rations) in Northern Uganda, single-difference and difference-in-difference estimators 
were used to analyze impact, calculated as the effect of offering access to the program 
(intent-to-treat) rather than the effect of having participated in the program (Alderman, 
Gilligan, and Lehrer 2010). In this case, treatment status of the beneficiary was based on the 
assignment of interventions to the Internally Displaced Persons camp in which the 
beneficiary resided at the baseline, rather than on whether the beneficiary actually 
participated in the program. 

Intent-to-treat (ITT) estimations are not subject to selection bias associated with the 
decision to participate in a program, as the estimation relies only on the randomized design 
(Maluccio and Flores 2005). As households in the intervention areas that are either excluded 
by the program or choose not to participate are not considered beneficiaries, basing 
estimates on a sample in which they are included biases the estimated effects of the 
program. ITT is a more conservative method for measuring the average effect of the 
treatment on the treated (ATT) relative to the double-difference method, although ITT 
estimates do not differ much from double-difference estimates when program participation 
rates are high.  

 In contrast to the CCT programs in Latin America, Turkey’s CCT program was implemented in 
a single phase rather than being geographically phased-in and was not randomized. Rather, 
the program design involved proxy means testing to target beneficiaries, and regression 
discontinuity (RD) and covariate matching techniques for constructing the counterfactual 
(Ahmed et al. 2007). Two key program design features allowed for calculating the 
counterfactual: the proxy means targeting with eligibility cut-off and the requirement for 
households to apply to the program. Households with proxy means-tested poverty scores 
just below the eligibility cut-off were considered as the treatment group while households 
that scored just above the cut-off were considered as the control group because they tend to 
be very similar to the treatment group (proxy means models do not necessarily distinguish 
well between similar levels of welfare). Program impact was measured as the difference in 
average outcomes between the just eligible and just-not eligible groups. 

The RD design is considered to be the closest to a randomized design that can be 
applied in nonexperimental settings by exploiting the random assignment rule to estimate 
the causal impact of a program (Shadish, Cook, and Campbell 2002). RD uses a specified cut-
off point, which affects program participation but does not independently affect outcomes, 
on a continuous pre-test variable to determine assignment to treatment or control groups 
(de Brauw and Peterman 2011). Individuals just above (e.g., control) and just below (e.g., 
treatment) the cut-off point are assumed to be very similar in observable and unobservable 
characteristics (Buddelmeyer and Skoufias 2004). Sampling households that fall within a 
small range around the threshold simulates a randomized experiment and provides an 
estimate of program impact. In comparing RD impact estimates to estimates generated by 
using only experimental data from individuals within a small range around the cut-off point, 
Buddelmeyer and Skoufias (2004) found similar results for the two methodologies for 10 of 
the 12 indicators evaluated, suggesting the applicability of RD for assessing program impact, 
at least for some situations.  

 Evaluations of El Salvador’s CCT program, Red Solidaria/Comunidades Solidarias Rurales 
(RS/CSR), are based on the RD design using partitioned clustered data to determine the 
order in which communities would be phased in to the program and which communities 
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would receive program benefits (de Brauw and Gilligan 2011). Partitioned cluster analysis was 
used to group municipalities into four extreme poverty groups based on severe poverty rate 
and severe stunting among first graders, and a distance metric (based on the distance 
between cluster centers) was used to determine the threshold between treatment and 
control groups. 

 Ethiopia’s PSNP used propensity-score matching and nearest-neighbor matching techniques 
to determine program impact, due to the geographically wide implementation of the 
program within the first year and lack of baseline data (Hoddinott et al. 2012; Gilligan, 
Hoddinott, and Taffesse 2008). Difference-in-difference estimation was used where 
preprogram data were available. Because of selection bias concerns, Hoddinott et al. (2012) 
expand on use of the propensity score by using the dose-response method described in 
Hirano and Imbens (2004) to assess the impact of duration in the program (that is, the length 
of participation) on the outcomes of interest. 

Propensity Score Matching (PSM) is a statistical method to improve equivalence 
between treatment and comparison groups at baseline, as statistically significant differences 
in key baseline variables lead to biased estimates of impact (Heckman, Ichimura, and Todd 
1997; Rosenbaum and Rubin 1983). PSM has been shown to provide reliable, low-biased 
estimators provided that the same data source is used for treatment and comparison groups, 
treatment and comparison groups experience similar local conditions (access to the same 
markets, road conditions, etc.), and the data include meaningful explanatory variables that 
determine program participation (Heckman, Ichimura, and Todd 1997).  

 To properly estimate treatment effects with PSM, the underlying assumption that no 
unobserved characteristics are related to both treatment status and the outcome measure 
must be valid. An alternative to PSM is propensity score weighting (Hirano, Imbens, and 
Ridder 2003), which applies a weight of 1 to treatment households and the inverse of a non-
parametric estimate of the propensity score (p/(1-p), where p is the propensity score) to the 
control households. Therefore, comparison households with similar observable 
characteristics to treatment households are assigned higher weights and those with less in 
common are assigned relatively less weight. Weighting the comparison group balances out 
the observable characteristics between the two groups.  

In Brazil’s Bolsa Família program, propensity score weighting was used to construct a 
statistical comparison group of nonbeneficiary households as a counterfactual (de Brauw et 
al. 2014). Two key program design features (nonrandom assignment and a self-selection 
component) created significant challenges for estimating the ATT impacts of the program, 
both of which were addressed using propensity score weighting. Household-level propensity 
score weights provide the single-difference estimates of ATT impact, as the data did not 
allow for linking individuals across the two rounds of data collection.  

 
As seen even from the relatively limited number of examples presented above, there is 

tremendous diversity in the design of large-scale social-protection programs evaluated by IFPRI, the 
context in which they were implemented, and the challenges each presented for assessing program 
impact. IFPRI’s research over the 12-year period clearly illustrates that there is no best way or ways to 
conduct impact evaluations for social-protection programming. Rather, a number of appropriate 
quantitative research methods are available and the best approach is, in fact, context-specific and 
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depends on program design and operational factors, available resources, political will, and other 
factors.  

 
Qualitative approaches 

Both quantitative and qualitative methods are necessary for a good impact evaluation as they are 
strongly complementary. While qualitatively collected data are not intended to be statistically 
representative or true for the majority of a population, they provide context and capture judgments 
and perceptions that may have been missed through purely quantitative approaches, and provide 
explanatory and interpretive power regarding a program’s impact (Garbino and Holland 2009; 
Ahmed et al. 2004a; Ezemenari, Rudqvist, and Subbarao 1999), or insights for improving program 
effectiveness (Ahmed et al. 2009; Ahmed et al. 2007). While quantitative methods produce data that 
can be aggregated and analyzed to describe and predict relationships, qualitative research can help 
to probe and explain those relationships and to explain contextual differences in the quality of those 
relationships (Garbino and Holland 2009; Adato 2007).  
 

Sequencing qualitative and quantitative information can allow for richer examination, 
explanation, and confirmation of data (Carvalho and White 1997). For example, a qualitative study 
can help generate a working hypothesis about the operation of a program, which can be further 
examined through quantitative research with specific pre-defined questions. A quantitative survey 
can highlight priority issues to be covered in more depth by qualitative research.  
 

Although many of the evaluations conducted through the GRP28 program included 
qualitative approaches (focus group discussions, key informant interviews, case studies, semi-
structured in-depth interviews, direct observation), there were no obvious research results produced 
that focused on the research questions regarding which qualitative methods, or mix of quantitative 
and qualitative methods, might be most appropriate for impact evaluations, or how the two 
approaches could be best integrated. With the notable exception of Michelle Adato’s 2007 paper to 
the Q-Squared Working Paper series Combining Survey and Ethnographic Methods to Evaluate 
Conditional Cash Transfer Programs, it appeared that GRP28 research activities focused on qualitative 
research components were not given the same overt attention as the quantitative research 
component in many of the evaluations carried out.  
 

It should be noted that this perceived lack of focus on research (or at least research 
products) related to qualitative approaches in evaluation may result from not classifying the relevant 
works as attributable to the GRP28. However, none of the publications lists provided by IFPRI for this 
study included such potentially relevant publications, 
suggesting that they either did not exist or were not 
considered as products of the GRP28 program by IFPRI. It is 
also possible that the current evaluation simply did not go 
far enough afield in trying to attribute all relevant global 
goods produced through the GRP28 program. Alternatively, 
it may also simply reflect a lack of resources available for 
achieving some of the GRP28’s many research goals.20   
 

                                                      
20 See page 5 for examples of the research questions to be addressed by GRP28.  

“Social protection is not just 

targeting the poorest but is 

about leveraging other 

development outcomes and to 

improve human capital.” 

 ~ Stakeholder, Bangladesh 
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B. Outcomes and impacts 
 
The outcomes and impacts of IFPRI’s social-protection research reflect the effect of its outputs on 
research, capacity strengthening, and policy communications, as noted above. This section is 
informed by the literature, stakeholder interviews, and other correspondence with individuals having 
knowledge of or direct experience with IFPRI’s social-protection research activities. Three main sets 
of queries formed the basis of the interviews and correspondence: 

 To what extent did IFPRI’s research increase awareness and understanding of the issues 
related to design, implementation, and evaluation of large-scale social-protection programs 
that directly address the root causes of malnutrition in developing countries? Have IFPRI 
activities helped change thinking or transformed actions within the social development, 
health, or nutrition sectors? 

 Can IFPRI be identified with any specific social policy or program changes at a national or 
international level that have had a measurable impact? How well did IFPRI-sponsored 
research provide for the information needs of policymakers? 

 To what extent did IFPRI build or strengthen national capacity in relevant policy-related 
research for social-protection programs that directly address the root causes of malnutrition 
in developing countries? 

 
At least 35 studies were commissioned through the GRP28 program, though the number 

could be considerably different depending on how specific research activities are classified vis-à-vis 
GRP28. Some programs have been purposively excluded from the review, even if they were 
considered part of the GRP28 at one point in time over the 12 years. This includes programs that 
became their own theme/sub-theme at some point (for example, RENEWAL) or were too difficult to 
track over the years in part because they were conducted under the umbrella of more than one 
theme/sub-theme (the Haiti and Guatemala studies). The review team acknowledges the somewhat 
arbitrariness of this approach and the potential bias it presents to program outputs, outcomes, and 
impact. An impact assessment review of the RENEWAL program has already been reported in 
Frankenberger and Nelson (2011) and does not warrant repeating here. At least superficially, various 
elements of the Haiti and Guatemala work appeared to move back and forth between themes/sub-
themes several times over the years, making attribution extremely difficult and time-consuming. This 
might also be said for studies conducted on Ethiopia’s PSNP, but which is, in fact, included under the 
GRP28 umbrella. With the exceptions of the RENEWAL and Haiti/Guatemala work, studies were 
typically counted if they were reported under MP18 or GRP28 in several consecutive annual IPRs.  
 

Research conducted under GRP28 has been accomplished by a number of different 
individuals (who often worked in multiple themes/sub-themes within IPFRI and/or moved between 
IFPRI and other entities such as the World Bank, IDB, etc.) and with various institutional partners, 
and has utilized a variety of methodologies. Research has been conducted by or through 
collaborations between IFPRI and host-country program staff, researchers, consultants, graduate 
and postdoctoral students, and NGOs; researchers and graduate and postdoctoral students from the 
United States and other countries; and international consultants, NGOs, and UN entities. A wide 
range of methodologies have been utilized, including literature reviews and policy analyses, panel 
studies, longitudinal studies, anthropological field work, use of data from demographic and other 
previously published datasets and studies, qualitative surveys, and case studies. An in-depth review 
of the literature produced as a result of IFPRI’s social-protection research is provided in a 
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Supplemental Appendix. A brief summary of some key research outcomes and impacts over the 12-
year timeframe is presented below.  
 
Ethiopia’s PSNP  

IFPRI’s long-term involvement with Ethiopia’s PSNP has its origins in a theme/sub-theme outside the 
MP18/GRP28. According to annual IPRs, it wasn’t until 2006 that the GRP28 team initiated work with 
the Government of Ethiopia’s Food Security Program, though numerous publications involving 
studies in Ethiopia had been published by that time, including an IFPRI/WFP Linking Research to 
Action Brief that used data from the Ethiopian Rural Household Survey (1994–1995) to debunk the 
notion that food aid results in dependency (Hoddinott 2004).  
 

Initiated in 2005, the PSNP represented a shift from a disaster response-based approach 
(relying on food aid) to a development-oriented approach of protecting household food 
consumption levels and assets. IFPRI played a key role in monitoring and evaluating the PSNP, and 
conducted evaluations in 2006, 2008, and 2010 (Berhane et al. 2013; Berhane et al. 2011; Gilligan et al. 
2009b; Gilligan et al. 2007). According to an assessment of IFPRI’s work in Ethiopia by Renkow and 
Slade (2013), IFPRI’s research activities—particularly their monitoring and evaluations of the PSNP—
contributed greatly to improved performance of many of that program’s sub-programs, and 
ultimately resulted in welfare gains (including food security and accumulation of productive assets) 
for many vulnerable beneficiaries. Targeting and other challenges in program management led to 
operational changes that ultimately resulted in substantial improvements in household well-being. 
IFPRI’s work found increasing impact of the PSNP with greater participation: households that both 
participated in public works and in a complementary food security program, Household Asset 
Building Program (HABP) showed the most improvements in food security, use of credit and use of 
improved agricultural technology, while almost no evidence of impact was found for households 
that only minimally participated in public works (Hoddinott et al. 2012).  
 

Results from IFPRI’s studies have influenced the appropriate wage for public works 
beneficiaries, graduation criteria (Gilligan, Hoddinott, and Taffesse 2008), targeting (Coll-Black et al. 
2011), and the timing of payment to beneficiaries. Finally, the general overall success of the PSNP 
suggests that social-protection programs can in fact be effective in poor countries where 
administrative resources and capacity, as well as physical infrastructure, are often limited (Gilligan et 
al. 2009a). 
 

Bangladesh 

IFPRI’s social-protection research activities in Bangladesh pre-date 2000 and easily span the 12-year 
timeframe of this review, beginning with its evaluation of the Rural Rationing Program (RRP) in the 
early 1990s and its ultimate replacement with one of the first ever FFE programs, which provided a 
monthly ration of grains conditional on school attendance of primary-age students from poor 
households (Ahmed and del Ninno 2002). The FFE program was subsequently replaced with a cash-
based program, the PES program. A detailed description of the early history and influence of IFPRI’s 
work in Bangladesh is provided by Ryan and Meng (2004). 
 

According to stakeholders, IFPRI’s biggest impacts included the 2003 WFP Food Aid Leakage 
study, which showed leakage in the Vulnerable Group Development program from storage and 
transit of grains as well as at the distribution level. Among the recommendations implemented by 
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the government was the simple shift to measuring the grain rations (rather than by weighing) in 
order to reduce leakage (Ahmed et al. 2004b). IFPRI’s findings from the Bangladesh study, as well as 
those from a study on food-based approaches to increasing consumption of micronutrient-rich foods 
in northern Ghana, together provided critical insights into the factors that determine overall 
performance of direct nutrition interventions (IFPRI 2003).  
 

IFPRI conducted several assessments from which the Government of Bangladesh would 
make informed policy decisions regarding both its primary and secondary school educational 
systems (IFPRI 2009). An assessment of the PES and FSSSP showed that targeting errors (both 
inclusion and exclusion) were large in the PES program, that enrollment drops significantly between 
primary and secondary school but is markedly higher for girls than boys in secondary school 
(providing some evidence of success of the FSSSP), and that targeting in the FSSSP is regressive 
(Ahmed 2004). Recommendations implemented by the government included better targeting of 
both the PES and FSSSP, such as geographic targeting at the upazila level, use of a proxy-means test, 
providing stipends to boys from poor households at the secondary school level, and increasing the 
transfer amount to cover expenses and opportunity costs of attending school. 
 

An evaluation of food versus cash programs (a comparison of the FFE and PES programs) in 
terms of the impact of SF on school enrollment, dropout rates, and nutritional status of beneficiary 
students, showed that SF programs increased enrollment and attendance, reduced dropout rates, 
increased caloric consumption through school biscuits (FFE), and resulted in little to no household 
substitution (Ahmed 2005). However, concerns were raised about possible negative effects of 
overcrowding in classrooms, as there were no accompanying investments in school resources 
(Ahmed 2005; Ahmed and Arends-Kuenning 2003; Ahmed and Babu 2007).  
 

In 2006, IFPRI conducted a study to assess the relative merits of cash and/or food transfers 
for improving food security and livelihoods of the ultra-poor, the findings from which would inform 
WFP’s next Country Program, and “inform and guide the ongoing social-protection policy 
formulation exercise” at the time. Results suggest that both the type and size of transfer matters in 
terms of food consumption, depending on whether they are infra- or extra-marginal21 (Ahmed et al. 
2009). Other recommendations the Government of Bangladesh implemented include providing 
access to and training on credit, savings, and other financial services.  
 

In 2010, IFPRI initiated the Policy Research and Strategy Support Program (PRSSP) for Food 
Security and Agricultural Development (IFPRI 2010). As a four-year program, it is largely beyond the 
scope of this review, although a policy analysis was conducted in 2011 in preparation for the Country 
Investment Plan for Agriculture, Food Security, and Nutrition.  
 

Stakeholders interviewed in Bangladesh perceived IFPRI’s involvement with the PRSSP as a 
shift from their previous “research orientation” to a policy focus, which aligns with PRSSP program 
goals to “facilitate the policymaking process, stimulate policy dialogue and communicate evidence-
based research findings to relevant ministries of the Government of Bangladesh and other 
stakeholders” (IFPRI 2010). Perhaps this perceived criticism by stakeholders simply reflects that they 
are not as well-informed about the goals of—and IFPRI’s role in—the PRSSP as they should be.  

                                                      
21 A transfer is inframarginal if the food assistance ration is less than what would normally be consumed without the 
transfer. It is extramarginal if the amount received is greater than what would normally be consumed without the ration 
(Ahmed et al. 2009). 
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Also still ongoing, the Government of Bangladesh will make reforms to the World Bank-

funded EGPP program based on recommendations from IFPRI’s recent performance evaluation. 
According to the World Bank website, reforms will include “better targeting of program resources to 
geographical areas with higher poverty rates and tightening selection criteria for beneficiaries, 
introducing a 30-percent quota to ensure female participants, making all wage payments directly 
into beneficiary bank accounts, and improving program monitoring systems.” 
 
Conditional cash transfers 

During the early part of the 12-year timeframe, IFPRI’s social-protection research activities were 
largely focused on CCTs in Latin America. The evaluation of Mexico’s PROGRESA program was 
winding down in 2000 while its focus shifted to other CCT programs in the region: the PRAF in 
Honduras, RPS in Nicaragua, and BA in Brazil (early 2000s). By mid- and late-decade, activities 
included the CCT program in Turkey (2005–2006), the RS in El Salvador (2007–2011), and the Bolsa 
Familiar (BF) in Brazil (2009–2012).  
 

IFPRI’s work with the RPS in Nicaragua contributed to small adjustments in implementation 
between the pilot and expansion of the program, such as eliminating a weight-gain requirement, 
increased communication and monitoring to improve understanding of program elements by 
beneficiaries, use of geographic rather than household targeting, and provision of a small benefit to 
teachers from nonbeneficiary households with children. In Brazil, IFPRI’s evaluation of the Bolsa 
Alimentaçao CCT program found that food consumption and diet diversity improved for 
beneficiaries, although young children in beneficiary households appeared to grow slower than non-
beneficiary children. As a result, the successor CCT program, Bolsa Familia, changed its targeting 
approach to no longer target households with underweight children. IFPRI’s influence also resulted 
in the program including monitoring and evaluation (M&E) system.  
 

The book Conditional Cash Transfers in Latin America, was published in 2010, synthesizes 
results from the CCT studies in Brazil, Honduras, Mexico, and Nicaragua (Adato and Hoddinott 2010). 
A number of other publications on CCTs were produced around the same time, including the World 
Bank’s policy research report on CCTs (Fiszbein and Shady 2009) and a review of World Bank support 
to social safety-net programs (IEG 2011), to name but a few. A second IFPRI book on CCTs for 
indigenous peoples is pending publication.  

According to a Google Scholar search on CCTs,22 the Fiszbein and Schady (2009) World Bank 
report Conditional Cash Transfers: Reducing Present and Future Poverty is the top-cited publication 
between 2000 and 2012, with 884 citations since its publication (Table 5). At least four (and possibly 
more) of the top 10 cited publications on conditional cash transfers between 2000 and 2012 can be 
traced to IFPRI through the list of staff in annual IPRs (IFPRI staff names are in bold in Table 5) with a 
high degree of confidence, although several authors were not at IFPRI during the year of publication, 
or for several years prior (Sudhashu Handa and Benjamin Davis had both left IFPRI in 2000, and Saul 
Morris and Rafael Flores in 2001). Based on the IPRs, Bénédicte de la Brière had been a postdoctoral 
researcher on PROGRESA, and Susan Parker and Jere Behrman were visiting researchers in 2000. 
Clearly, however, learning at one institution carries over to subsequent institutions as individuals 

                                                      
22 Harzing’s Publish or Perish was used to search Google Scholar for publications between 2000 and 2012 that included 
“conditional cash transfers” in their titles. 
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change their places of employment (Jackson 2005), not to mention that any given publication could 
be reporting on work from an earlier time and different employment situation, for example.  

 
Table 5. Top 10 citations from Google Scholar on “conditional cash transfers” (2000–2012)23 

Citations Authors Title Year 

884 A. Fiszbein, N.R. Schady Conditional cash transfers: Reducing present 
and future poverty 

2009 

384 P. Gertler Do conditional cash transfers improve child 
health? Evidence from PROGRESA’s control 
randomized experiment 

2004 

334 M. Lagarde, A. Haines,  
N. Palmer 

Conditional cash transfers for improving 
uptake of health interventions in low- and 
middle-income countries: A systematic 
review 

2007 

319 E. Skoufias, S.W. Parker, 
J.R. Behrman, C. Pessino 

Conditional cash transfers and their impact 
on child work and schooling: Evidence from 
the PROGRESA program in Mexico [with 
comments] 

2001 

291 F. Bourguignon,  
F.H.G. Ferreira, P.G. Leite 

Conditional cash transfers, schooling, and 
child labor: Micro-simulating Brazil’s Bolsa 
Escola program 

2003 

219 S. Handa, B. Davis The experience of conditional cash transfers 
in Latin America and the Caribbean 

2006 

203 K. Lindert, A. Linder,  
J. Hobbs, B. de la Brière 

The nuts and bolts of Brazil’s Bolsa Família 
Program: Implementing conditional cash 
transfers in a decentralized context 

2007 

157 S. Soares, R.G. Osorio, 
F.V. Soares, M. Medeiros 
… 

Conditional cash transfers in Brazil, Chile, 
and Mexico: Impacts upon inequality 

2009 

137 A. de Brauw,  
J. Hoddinott 

Must conditional cash transfer programs be 
conditioned to be effective? The impact of 
conditioning transfers on school enrollment 
in Mexico 

2011 

131 S. Morris, P. Olinto,  
R. Flores, E.A.F. Nilson … 

Conditional cash transfers are associated 
with a small reduction in the rate of weight 
gain of preschool children in northeast Brazil 

2004 

 
Thus, it is clear that IFPRI’s GRP28 research activities during the time period represent one of 

several influential sources of knowledge regarding social protection generally and CCTs specifically, 
but they are not necessarily “alone at the top.” However, where they do rise to the top is their 
technical expertise in the design and conduct of rigorous impact evaluations.  
 

                                                      
23 Queried November 20, 2014. Publish or Perish results reflect citations at the time of the query and change over time as 
citations of individual publications change. Thus, these exact results are likely no longer possible to obtain, as the number 
and types of publications would likely have changed based on new citations.  
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Much has been written about Mexico’s PROGRESA program, including a first-hand account 
by one of its main architects (Levy 2007), and an assessment of IFPRI’s possible influence on its 
outcomes (Behrman 2007). It is also important to note that there are a plethora of publications 
regarding PROGRESA/Oportunidades (as well as PRAF, RPS, and BF/BA) by researchers other than 
from IFPRI, many of whose work utilized datasets developed by IFPRI. Thus, IFPRI’s impact includes 
making data available to other research efforts, and contributing to capacity building and creation of 
an evaluation culture. A Google Scholar search on PROGRESA24 resulted in over 430 publications 
regarding Mexico’s PROGRESA/Oportunidades between 2000 and 2012, over one-third of which are 
in Spanish. The top-ten cited publications are shown in Table 6.  
 

Only Hoddinott, Skoufias, and Davis can be directly traced to IFPRI through the staff lists 
(names in bold), though Petra Todd, Susan Parker, and Jere Behrman were listed as visiting 
researchers in 2000 and could justifiably be included. Although Skoufias was no longer with IFPRI in 
2005, his 2005 publication likely resulted from his earlier work with IFPRI, as is likely the case for the 
2005 publications by Behrman, Sengupta, and Todd, and by Behrman and Hoddinott.   
 

As evidenced by the publication year, IFPRI-affiliated publications dominate the first half of 
the 12-year timeframe represented in the query: five of the seven journal articles published before 
2006 can be reasonably traced to IFPRI (names in bold). 

 
Table 6. Top 10 citations from Google Scholar on Mexico’s PROGRESA program (2000–2012)25 

Citations Authors Title Year 

822 T. Paul Schultz School subsidies for the poor: Evaluating the 
Mexican PROGRESA poverty program 

2004 

319 E. Skoufias, S.W. Parker, 
J.R. Behrman, C. Pessino 

Conditional cash transfers and their impact on 
child work and schooling: Evidence from the 
PROGRESA program in Mexico [with comments] 

2001 

318 J.A. Rivera, D. Sotres-
Alvarez, J.P. Habicht … 

Impact of the Mexican program for education, 
health, and nutrition (PROGRESA) on rates of 
growth and anemia in infants and young children: 
A randomized effectiveness … 

2004 

298 E. Skoufias PROGRESA and its impacts on the welfare of rural 
households in Mexico 

2005 

291 M. Molyneux Mothers at the service of the new poverty 
agenda: PROGRESA/oportunidades, Mexico’s 
conditional transfer programme 

2006 

264 J.R. Behrman,  
P. Sengupta, P. Todd 

Progressing through PROGRESA: An impact 
assessment of a school subsidy experiment in 
rural Mexico 

2005 

226 O.P. Attanasio, C. Meghir 
… 

Education choices in Mexico: Using a structural 
model and a randomized experiment to evaluate 

2012 

                                                      
24 Harzing’s Publish or Perish was used to search Google Scholar for publications between 2000 and 2012 that included 
“PROGRESA” in their titles. 
25 Queried November 20, 2014. Publish or Perish results reflect citations at the time of the query and change over time as 
citations of individual publications change. Thus, these exact results are likely no longer possible to obtain, as the number 
and types of publications would likely have changed based on new citations. 
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Citations Authors Title Year 

PROGRESA 

219 J.R. Behrman,  
J. Hoddinott 

Programme evaluation with unobserved 
heterogeneity and selective implementation: The 
Mexican PROGRESA impact on child nutrition 

2005 

219 S. Levy Progress against poverty: Sustaining Mexico’s 
PROGRESA-Oportunidades program 

2007 

202 E. Skoufias, B. Davis,  
S. De La Vega 

Targeting the poor in Mexico: An evaluation of 
the selection of households into PROGRESA 

2001 

 
What is notable about the Google Scholar searches is the degree to which the same cohort of 

authors appears throughout the full list of publications, and in the case of the PROGRESA query, the 
degree to which national researchers in Mexico published (for example, Rivera, Levy), often without 
any co-authorship from IFPRI or other international partners. The larger point here is that while IFPRI 
commands certain attention and respect as a top-notch research institute, it is part of a much larger 
and very capable playing field within the social development sector at a global level. The World Bank, 
IDB, WFP, and DFID provided support to many of IFPRI’s research activities over the years and their 
researchers are similarly represented in such publications searches. Perhaps not surprisingly, there is 
an obvious diminishment of publications traceable to IFPRI in “wider” Google Scholar searches, for 
example “social protection” and “social safety nets” as other actors become more prominent (Table 
7). Grosh from the World Bank, Devereux and Sabates-Wheeler from IDS, and Dercon from DFID are 
all represented in the top 15 most cited publications, along with a number of prominent academics, 
but none are obviously traceable to IFPRI per se.  

 
Table 7. Top 15 citations from Google Scholar on “social protection” or “safety nets” (2000–2012)26 

Cites Authors Title Year 

1098 M. Estevez-Abe,  
T. Iversen … 

Social protection and the formation of skills: A 
reinterpretation of the welfare state 

2001 

729 S. Dercon Income risk, coping strategies, and safety nets 2002 

606 C.J. Fombrun,  
N.A. Gardberg … 

Opportunity platforms and safety nets: Corporate 
citizenship and reputational risk 

2000 

586 R. Holzmann,  
S. Jørgensen 

Social risk management: A new conceptual 
framework for social protection, and beyond 

2001 

550 M. Ferrera The boundaries of welfare: European integration 
and the new spatial politics of social protection 

2005 

349 S. Devereux,  
R. Sabates-Wheeler 

Transformative social protection 2004 

259 C. Shackleton,  
S. Shackleton 

The importance of non-timber forest products in 
rural livelihood security and as safety nets: A review 
of evidence from South Africa 

2004 

255 V. Tanzi Globalization and the future of social protection 2002 

221 J. Conning, M. Kevane Community-based targeting mechanisms for social 2002 

                                                      
26 Queried November 20, 2014. Publish or Perish results reflect citations at the time of the query and change over time as 
citations of individual publications change. Thus, these exact results are likely no longer possible to obtain, as the number 
and types of publications would likely have changed based on new citations. 
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Cites Authors Title Year 

safety nets: A critical review 

214 M.E. Grosh For protection and promotion: The design and 
implementation of effective safety nets 

2008 

191 A. de Janvry, F. Finan, 
E. Sadoulet, R. Vakis 

Can conditional cash transfer programs serve as 
safety nets in keeping children at school and from 
working when exposed to shocks? 

2006 

177 S. Devereux Can social safety nets reduce chronic poverty? 2002 

176 G. Shaffer Globalization and social protection: The impact of 
EU and international rules in the ratcheting up of US 
privacy standards 

2000 

167 S. Devereux Livelihood insecurity and social protection: A re‐
emerging issue in rural development 

2001 

151 M. Molyneux Change and continuity in social protection in Latin 
America 

2007 

 
Interviewed stakeholders perceived that IFPRI was not engaged in global-level policy 

dialogues regarding social protection and social safety nets as much as they could be. Rather, they 
are perceived as the key providers of evidence-based research (for example, on CCTs) that is often 
incorporated into policy dialogue at a global level. For example, IFPRI often contributes to the World 
Bank’s World Development Report, is cited in the recent synthesis of research on social protection by 
the Overseas Development Institute (ODI) for the Government of Australia’s Department of Foreign 
Affairs and Trade (Mathers and Slater 2014), and has some presence in publications issued by policy-
oriented institutions (including ODI, IDS, and DFID). More typically, however, each institution 
(including IFPRI) tends to cite publications by its own researchers, which may provide some support 
to stakeholder perceptions that IFPRI is absent at the global policy debates on social-protection 
programming.    

 
Cost-effectiveness 

A worldwide evaluation of programs in 47 countries found public works programs (for example, 
employing the poor to maintain or create a physical asset) and human capital development 
programs (targeting poor children to receive transfers conditioned on attending school or receiving 
health care) are promising in terms of transferring greater benefits to recipients and improving cost-
effectiveness of the transfer compared to both universal and targeted public food subsidies (Coady 
2003). Universal public food subsidies have considerably higher costs due to leakage and economic 
inefficiencies (for instance, distorted prices) that inflate costs. Targeted public food subsidies can 
improve cost-effectiveness but do not necessarily improve performance.  
 

Conditionality involves costs not associated with universal subsidies. In a study of three Latin 
American programs (PROGRESA, PRAF, RPS), Caldés, Coady, and Maluccio (2004) calculate that 
costs associated with conditionality (for example, distributing, collecting, and processing 
registration, attendance, and performance forms from schools and health-care providers) accounted 
for 18 percent of the total costs (excluding the costs associated with transfers).   
 

IFPRI’s cost-effectiveness studies expanded knowledge about program costs, compared 
costs of different modalities, and suggested methods for assessing cost-effectiveness. Several 
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studies report that food transfers tend to be the most costly, and cash or vouchers less costly 
(Hoddinott, Sandström, and Upton 2014; Hidrobo et al. 2012; Hidrobo et al. 2012; Ahmed et al. 2009). 
The importance of considering factors other than direct program costs is widely recognized, 
including the structure and level of costs, age of program, type of transfer, leakage, and other 
factors, although studies continue to vary in how costs are calculated. However, differences in 
program design, cost calculations, and consideration of short- or long-term impacts continue to 
make it difficult to compare costs across programs and studies.  
 
Africa and Asia 

In 2002, FCND/PHND decided GRP28 should branch out into sub-Saharan Africa and parts of Asia. 
Work involved a food aid transition study for the Integrated Child Development Services program in 
India (2004), several studies on various aspects of WFP’s school feeding initiatives in Uganda, and in 
particular during conflict (2004; 2005–2007), studies on cash versus food transfers in tsunami-
affected Sri Lanka (2005–2006) and in Malawi (2008–2009), targeting in China’s rural social-
protection program (2006), a biofortification study (REU) on orange flesh sweet potatoes in 
Mozambique and Uganda (2007–2010), and a WFP study to assess the impact of providing cash 
and/or vouchers rather than food to poor households in Ecuador, Niger, Timor Leste, Uganda, and 
Yemen (2010–2012), to name a few.  
 

Although the above represents but a small sample of research activities conducted through 
IFPRI’s GRP28 program between 2000 and 2012, clearly, the program was remarkably productive and 
produced a wealth of information regarding large-scale interventions to minimize or eliminate 
constraints to human and economic development that can then lead to pathways out of poverty and 
improved nutrition.  
 

Based on the degree to which studies from the program have been cited (see Section 4.A. 
Global Public Goods), it is also clear that action research conducted through the GRP28 has 
significantly increased global understanding of the relationship between poverty, economic growth, 
and malnutrition and its influence on achieving the Millennium Development Goals of reducing by 
one-half the prevalence of underweight children by 2015. IFPRI’s world-class reputation as a credible, 
independent research institution carried great weight with governments, partners and donors. 
Stakeholders felt they had benefitted professionally and personally from their association with IFPRI.  
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5.  STAKEHOLDER PERSPECTIVES 

The following section includes insights gleaned from stakeholder interviews conducted during field 
visits, email correspondence, and phone interviews. They reflect the perspectives and opinions of 
stakeholders as presented to the evaluation team and do not necessarily reflect those of an 
individual’s institution, including that of IFPRI.  

A. Strengths and Successes 

According to IFPRI’s 2007 annual report, the key impact of the GRP28 program is considered to be 
creation of a global culture of evaluation. Nowhere is that more apparent than IFPRI’s involvement 
with Mexico’s PROGRESA program.   
 

As previously noted, interviewed stakeholders (across all stakeholders) considered one of 
IFPRI’s biggest impacts over the 12-year period to have come from its work with PROGRESA in 

Mexico and the resulting change in global thinking 
about the effectiveness of large-scale interventions (for 
example, CCTs) that reduce poverty and improve 
human capital, particularly among children, even in 
developing countries with limited resources and 
administrative capacity. This perception is supported by 
the PORIA review of PROGRESA, in which IFPRI was 
widely considered to have contributed to the 

international culture on policy evaluation in Mexico (Behrman 2007).  
 

In large part, it was IFPRI’s reputation for technical 
excellence in impact evaluation methodology and its 
status as an outside entity without political ties to the 
Mexican government at the time that proved to be 
critical, according to stakeholders. For the first time in the 
history of Mexico (according to stakeholders), the results 
of research were viewed as unbiased and credible across 
the political spectrum, allowing them to be used by the 
incoming administration to maintain and improve a 
program initiated by its predecessor.  
 

Stakeholders interviewed for this assessment considered the early years of the PROGRESA 
program, including IFPRI’s involvement, as an “alignment of the stars” and doubted it would ever 
have happened under subsequent administrations. They considered IFPRI’s evaluation of PROGRESA 
(1997–2000) to have been critical in facilitating a change that affected the entire social-policy sector 
in Mexico. It is considered the turning point in thinking about the role of evidence from research in 
designing social-protection policy and programming, which in turn helped establish an institutional 
commitment to a strong evaluation process.27  

                                                      
27 Also critical at this time was a change in balance of power at the national level: the political party affiliations differed 
between the incoming administration and congress. Motivated primarily by political concerns and “turf,” it nonetheless 
helped establish and sustain the newly forming “culture of evaluation.”   

“Globally, one of the main influences 

of this program up to now has been to 

contribute to the creation of an 

evaluation culture.” 

~ IFPRI 2007 

“When we were doing the impact 

evaluation in Mexico, we did not 

realize how important or seminal 

the work was.”   

~ Stakeholder interview 
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In the early 2000s, Mexico’s opposition-controlled Congress helped usher in the General Law 
of Social Development, which called for establishment of the National Council for the Evaluation of 
Social Development Policy (CONEVAL) to provide oversight and coordination to the evaluation 
process for the social-development sector, among other tasks. According to their website, the 
Council is charged with maintaining “the technical capability to generate objective information on 
the social political situation and on poverty measurement” and to provide information “useful for 
improved decision-making.”28 Under the newly formed CONEVAL, all evaluations for social programs 
would be implemented under a single entity, rather than each ministry conducting its own. Thus, 
stakeholders felt that institutionalization of external evaluations for all of Mexico’s social-
development programs was at least partially influenced by the IFPRI evaluation.   
 

Lessons learned from PROGRESA helped to change social policy in Mexico and many of its 
original elements are maintained in its current iteration, Prospera, although coverage, budgeting, 
and the types of interventions being implemented have grown over the years. Based on the IFPRI 
evaluation, in 2001 the IDB approved the largest loan in its history to support the expansion of the 
PROGRESA/Oportunidades program into urban areas (Handa and Davis 2006). Even today, 
interviewed stakeholders felt that the standard for evaluation in Mexico was established by the IFPRI 
evaluation. Thus, IFPRI has played a prominent role in the long-term sustainability of Mexico’s CCT 
program, primarily, as stakeholders suggest, through provision of international credibility as a 
technical expert and unbiased outside entity (that is, with no political agenda). Stakeholders were 
unanimous in their praise for IFPRI’s contributions.  
 

There was unanimous agreement by all 
stakeholders interviewed regarding IFPRI’s reputation for 
conducting high-quality quantitative research. 
Stakeholders in Bangladesh perceived that IFPRI’s work is 
used extensively by the World Bank and government 
ministries, and thus has great potential to influence 
national social-protection policy. IFPRI enjoys a strong 
reputation, perhaps unequalled by any other research or 
academic entity, at least in terms of social safety nets.  
 

Stakeholders suggested that IFPRI is well-
respected around the world for its expertise in evaluation, and is considered one of the global 
leaders on social safety-net research (for example, CCTs, cash versus food). There was a great 
appreciation for IFPRI’s strong reputation for quality research and trust with donors that gave it 
tremendous credibility with often skeptical national interests. Many stakeholders indicated that they 
benefited personally and professionally from their association with IFPRI.  

B. Challenges 

Demand- or Supply-side Research Agenda 

A number of stakeholders—at both the national and international levels—expressed some concern 
over what they considered to be too narrow a research focus. In part, this is a demand- versus 
supply-side issue in terms of IFPRI’s research agenda. Much of IFPRI’s research is demand-driven in 

                                                      
28 http://www.coneval.gob.mx/quienessomos/Paginas/Creacion-del-coneval-en.aspx.  

“IFPRI’s impact on social 

protection programs is good 

because it gives a broad-based, 

holistic approach because it does 

not confine itself to economic 

indicators, and it has cross-country 

experience.” 

~Stakeholder, Bangladesh 

http://www.coneval.gob.mx/quienessomos/Paginas/Creacion-del-coneval-en.aspx
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that it is contracted by a client and focuses on a specific program or research question based on the 
client’s interests. For example, Bangladesh’s Secretary of the Ministry of Disaster Relief solicited 
IFPRI to conduct an evaluation of the EGPP program, which USAID agreed to fund. The evaluation 
was not originally in IFPRI’s annual work plan. In this sense, most of the GRP28’s research activities 
are demand-driven in that IFPRI is solicited to conduct specific studies. As one IFPRI stakeholder 
noted, “demand-driven research creates impact.” 
 

Some interesting insights into the issue of demand-driven research were provided by a few 
stakeholders interviewed in Bangladesh, for whom the issue was more about “whose demands” 
than about demand- versus supply-side per se. The suggestion was that IFPRI’s research may be 
driven by donor demands rather than the government’s per se because “money talks.” That is, the 

Government of Bangladesh’s research needs may be 
influenced more by donor interests (and what they may 
agree to fund) than by nationally defined priorities. Thus, 
these stakeholders suggested that the question of whether 
IFPRI’s research agenda is demand-driven (in Bangladesh) is 
the wrong question, because it assumes that “demand” is 
defined in terms of the needs of a well-informed national 
government. While acknowledging that the government’s 
needs must be taken into consideration, it was felt that 
IFPRI should be more forward-looking than the government 
often is, guiding the research agenda based on new 

information and technologies, ideas and lessons from around the globe. That is, some stakeholders 
felt that the scope of IFPRI’s research activities in Bangladesh may be limited by how informed or up-
to-date the national government is (or is not) on issues of relevance to social-protection policy.   

 
Engagement with Relevant Policy Issues 

Concerns were also expressed regarding the relevance of IFPRI’s research agenda in terms of 
cutting-edge issues—both national and globally—in current dialogue around social-protection policy. 
Global-level stakeholders felt that IFPRI tends to look at the same issues repeatedly rather than 
incorporating what stakeholders consider to be new areas of study based on global discussions of 
emerging policy issues (for instance, climate change, urbanization, rural-urban migration, rights-
based approaches). This is not to say that IFPRI’s social-protection research activities do not involve 
issues related to climate change, urbanization, or other relevant topics. Rather, stakeholders simply 
felt that IFPRI could be more directly involved with helping to drive the global agenda on future 
research regarding social protection. 
 

As reported in IFPRI’s annual IPRs, GRP28 researchers were quite visible at international 
conferences and workshops (see Policy Communications above). However, many interviewed 
stakeholders at the global level considered them to be largely absent from the table—particularly 
early in the process—in terms of discussions with other 
stakeholders in the field and those active in the policy 
arena at the international or global level. Rather, these 
stakeholders felt IFPRI often engages late in the global-
level process, serving primarily in a technical M&E 
capacity rather than helping to set the agenda and to 
provide conceptual leadership at a global level. 

“IFPRI is a major intellectual 

player in Bangladesh, especially in 

food policy. But if we define social 

protection not in terms of safety 

nets but in terms of life cycle 

(including resilience and shocks), 

we know very little about how 

social protection functions.” 

~Stakeholder, Bangladesh 

“… [we] need IFPRI and the 

World Bank to break the cycle of 

old-fashioned thinking… .” 

~ Stakeholder, Bangladesh 
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Globally, interviewed stakeholders considered IDS and ODI as the big thinkers in terms of 

policy related to social-protection and social safety-net issues. For example, according to 
stakeholders interviewed, IFPRI is not engaged with an informal network of stakeholders focused on 
social-protection policy that includes the Government of Australia’s Department of Foreign Affairs 
and Trade (formerly AusAID), DFID, ODI, IDS, and the World Bank, nor with various consultative 
groups on social protection (including DFID and the World Bank). One stakeholder went so far as to 
suggest that at a global level ODI functions as a think tank for DFID, while IFPRI rarely engages with 
them. Globally, both ODI and IDS are considered very pro-active in their relationship with DFID in 
terms of discussing relevant areas of policy research. Several stakeholders felt that at a global level 
IFPRI had lost its cutting-edge approach to social- protection research and as a consequence, was no 
longer considered a leader in this field, opting instead to focus on technical economic approaches 
and publications rather than networking and engagement in policy dialogues regarding social 
protection. In IFPRI’s defense, such engagement and networking activities require resources (staff, 
time, funding), which simply do not appear to be available currently. 
 

At the national level, stakeholders in Bangladesh perceive IFPRI to have a “traditional focus” 
and therefore to miss opportunities where social-protection interfaces with other development 
sectors (e.g., for example, between the social tradition of early marriage and health/nutrition). 
According to stakeholders, IFPRI focuses on the effects of stipends on schooling outcomes, such as 
graduation, but does no follow-up to assess what female graduates accomplish after graduation, in 
terms of their livelihoods, health, and nutritional security. In other words, did the programs have 
lasting effects that carried over into other aspects of beneficiaries’ lives, helping them to graduate 
and stay out of poverty, for example. Stakeholders acknowledged that conducting such follow-up 
research would require significant resources and may be beyond IFPRI’s staffing and financial 
resources, but felt that such follow-up might provide significant insights and potential policy impact.  
 

Several stakeholders in Bangladesh felt that IFPRI could play a larger role in on-going national 
dialogue on nutrition, though they seemed to feel that the limiting factor was whether USAID would 
fund IFPRI’s participation. Additionally, the World Bank, but not IFPRI, is on Bangladesh’s Food Policy 
Management Committee, which is chaired by the Ministry of Finance and is concerned with food 
security issues. While there may be good reason for IFPRI’s absence (it is not included in the PRSSP 
mandate, limited staffing), it is perceived by some to reflect a lost opportunity. One stakeholder in 
Bangladesh suggested that a major role for IFPRI would be to look at 2021 and beyond in terms of 
research activities that should inform future policy. Additionally, several stakeholders suggested that 
IFPRI should be engaged with development of the 2016–2021 country development plan. Again, this 
may be beyond IFPRI’s current abilities (available time/staff) and/or mandate. 
 

It is important to note that IFPRI’s degree of engagement with—and influence on—global-
level discussions regarding future research directions in social protection is simply extremely difficult 
to accurately capture. We acknowledge that its level of engagement with global policy issues is likely 
underrepresented by stakeholders. For example, one stakeholder suggests that key IFPRI 
researchers directly influenced global “big picture” forums, in particular UNICEF’s launch of its social-
protection framework, and HIV and social-protection events supported by the Japan International 
Cooperation Agency.  
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Linking Research to Policy/Programming 

According to many stakeholders interviewed, IFPRI’s research on social protection had notable 
influence on national policies in a number of countries (including Mexico and Bangladesh) and at an 
international level. For example, the neutral stance of the European Commission’s Humanitarian Aid 
and Civil Protection (DG ECHO)  agency on cash/voucher-based and in-kind transfers is based on IFPRI 
studies suggesting that no one modality is appropriate for all contexts (EC 2014). A majority of 
interviewed stakeholders, however, felt that IFPRI could have had even more significant influence. In 
particular, they noted a more systematic approach than presentation of findings or production of 
policy briefs might be required to help ensure that findings from research studies reach relevant 
policymakers and result in improved policies. Facilitating change at a policy level requires first 
identifying what policies need changing, which in turn informs a research agenda. As noted above, 
most stakeholders perceive that IFPRI is not as fully engaged in policy dialogue and processes as 
they could be and that their research agenda may be driven more by donors than by an a priori 
assessment of policy needs at either a national or global level. To the degree that donor interest is 
influenced by global discussions of key issues, stakeholders felt that IFPRI’s absence or late entry in 
the process limits its contributions to shaping the dialogue as well as donor interest. 
 

In Bangladesh, a few stakeholders felt that IFPRI was “noticeably absent” between about 
2002 and 2009. IFPRI’s IPRs clearly show that GRP28 research activities were on-going in Bangladesh 
between 2002 and 2009. Thus, a perceived absence of IFPRI may simply reflect a lack of familiarity 
with IFPRI’s research activities during that period of time by those stakeholders. Regardless, 
stakeholders went on to indicate that they felt an unfortunate consequence of this (perceived) 
absence was that IFPRI no longer enjoyed as close a relationship with the current Government of 
Bangladesh as it did previously, which stakeholders felt may limit IFPRI’s influence in the policy 
arena. Several stakeholders suggested that IFPRI partner with other institutions who stakeholders 
felt may currently enjoy a higher level of trust by—and can provide renewed entrée to—the 
Government of Bangladesh. For example, one stakeholder indicated that IFPRI is perceived as an 
“external organization” but that its influence could be increased by partnering with BIDS (a 
publically supported institution with direct influence). According to another stakeholder, IFPRI is 
currently partnering with BIDS but suggested that the partnership may not function as effectively as 
it could. While IFPRI cannot hope to “make everyone happy”, such perceptions can—and should—
be instructive as IFPRI seeks to improve the impact of its research activities on social-protection 
policies and programming in Bangladesh, and elsewhere.  
 

Stakeholders in Bangladesh also noted that IFPRI currently works with the Ministry of 
Agriculture but that this ministry has rather limited ability to influence social protection. Rather, a 
more formal relationship with the Ministry of Finance may be appropriate, which chairs the Food 
Policy Management Committee. IFPRI is not currently a member of this committee whereas the 
World Bank is. Additionally, stakeholders noted that IFPRI is not currently engaged with the Food 
Planning and Monitoring Unit in terms of development of the future National Food Policy. Although 
FAO is involved with this effort, one stakeholder suggested that this type of engagement may not be 
possible for IFPRI under the current PRSSP.  
 

Stakeholders in Mexico noted that “IFPRI just disappeared” after the evaluation and have 
not been involved with any significant research in Mexico since then (or none that stakeholders were 
aware of). There was strong consensus that the main elements of the PROGRESA program have 
remained functional in its current iteration (Prospera) but that more needed to be done (including 
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the size of the transfer for urban versus rural beneficiaries) and IFPRI could have helped move that 
agenda forward during the Fox administration. For better or worse, IFPRI depends largely on 
consulting contracts (i.e., donor funding) for its research activities. This makes it extremely difficult 
to maintain a long-term presence anywhere, let alone every country in which it conducts multi-year 
research. In turn, a limited host-country presence can make it even more difficult to promote a 
culture of evidence-based decisionmaking through a strong research-policy link.  
 

Several stakeholders expressed some concern that IFPRI’s research findings did not 
necessarily translate into operational recommendations for program implementation and that more 
timely dissemination of research findings was required. For many stakeholders, real-time research 
would allow for more effective and timely use of resources (for example, for emerging crises) than 
waiting until a final report is produced and disseminated. In a few countries, stakeholders felt 
strongly that IFPRI’s focus on presenting research findings to international audiences29 rather than to 
national implementing partners limits operationalization of important findings from research, 
lessening potential program impact. According to some stakeholders, IFPRI did not follow through 
with presentations of their research findings with government implementing partners consistently 
across countries. For example, stakeholders reported that local presentation of findings is 
emphasized and highly valued in Bangladesh, while a few stakeholders in other countries suggested 
this was lacking. Thus, partners responsible for operationalizing relevant research findings and 
recommendations were not “hearing the message,” at least in some cases.  

 
Capacity Development 

Stakeholders clearly appreciated the many workshops, trainings, and other capacity development 
activities that IFPRI provides. As previously noted, many young researchers began successful careers 
on IFPRI-sponsored research initiatives. 
 

To have a long-lasting impact on national research capacity, IFPRI focuses its capacity 
strengthening efforts on “research, analysis, communications, policy formulation, institutional 
change, and organizational management.”30 In Bangladesh, some stakeholders noted that “IFPRI’s 
mandate does not cover institution building,” which would be in marked contrast to IFPRI’s own 
view on capacity strengthening and institutional change. DATA in Bangladesh is an interesting 
example of IFPRI’s potential contribution to capacity strengthening at either an individual or 
institutional level. The question, which is beyond the scope of the current evaluation, is whether the 
establishment of DATA was a direct result of a specific strategy/activity by IFPRI or more the result of 
individuals coming together to create a local institute capable of quality data collection/surveying 
who also happened to have gained their experience and training through employment at or 
engagement with IFPRI? Either way, it could easily be argued that IFPRI has clearly influenced local 
capacity for high-quality survey work in Bangladesh, even if not as a direct result of strategic 
programming. 
 

In other countries, IFPRI’s influence on strengthened capacity at a local level is less clear. 
Though obvious and significant efforts were made in a number of countries (for example, Malawi, 
Mozambique, Ethiopia), overall there is somewhat limited (or perhaps more nuanced) evidence of 

                                                      
29 This comment refers to “technical conferences and workshops” at a global level as opposed to engaging in “global 
thinking” or policy debates (where results may also be presented) with donors and other stakeholders at a global level. 

30 http://www.ifpri.org/publication/ifpris-strategy-toward-food-and-nutrition-security.  

http://www.ifpri.org/publication/ifpris-strategy-toward-food-and-nutrition-security
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systematic efforts by GRP28 to build or strengthen capacity of government ministries or national 
entities between 2000 and 2012.  
 

Even in the case of Mexico, where IFPRI’s involvement with the PROGRESA evaluation was 
critical to the establishment of a culture of evaluation, some of the interviewed stakeholders 
expressed concern that the evaluation process currently falls short of the standards set by IFPRI. 
Although CONEVAL is “in charge of evaluating social development policy and programs,”31 
stakeholders indicated that CONEVAL does not currently conduct impact evaluations, although it 
conducts many other types of evaluations (for example, on design, process, and performance). 
CONEVAL may contract with other entities to conduct impact evaluations or conduct them 
internally.32 The clear implication from stakeholders, however, was that CONEVAL does not currently 
have the technical capacity to conduct impact evaluations. There was some suggestion among 
stakeholders in Mexico that it was and remains difficult to replicate the same quality of research that 
IFPRI achieved; the program was and is still unable to establish as a standard what IFPRI did, even 
though it is touted as the model.  
 

It is unclear whether the current absence of impact evaluations being conducted in Mexico,  
as purported by a few stakeholders,  is more the result of a lack of capacity (as suggested by some 
stakeholders interviewed) or a shift in thinking at top levels of the government—or a combination of 
the two. While IFPRI can hardly be held accountable for shifts in government thinking that occur 
from changes in administration (for instance, post-Fox), it was an expectation that the GRP28 would 
have “a strong impact on the willingness and ability of developing [country] governments to 
undertake rigorous evaluations of their development programs….” (IFPRI 2004a). According to 
most stakeholders interviewed in Mexico, this has not lasted sufficiently over time. 
 

A recurring issue for IFPRI generally, is the balance (or tension) between how much effort 
staff should invest in capacity strengthening, policy communications, or research. There is general 
agreement among current and past IFPRI researchers interviewed that capacity-strengthening 
activities compete with their research activities and are not equally valued during annual 
performance reviews.  
 

In correspondence with IFPRI as part of this review, it was noted that the lack of formal 
capacity-building activities conducted as part of the GRP28 was deliberate. At the time, it was felt 
that capacity building for conducting impact evaluations was “a crowded field” (including the World 
Bank’s annual two-week course and the IDS Sussex course) and did not warrant IFPRI’s entry into 
what appeared to be a competitive market, particularly given scarce human resources.  
 

The difficulty lies in reconciling IFPRI’s emphasis on capacity strengthening as one of its three 
core pillars in its institutional strategy with what actually happens—or not—within its programs. 
Thus, to the degree that IFPRI continues to make capacity strengthening a cornerstone of its overall 
strategy, a program’s TOC should help identify capacity-strengthening goals, activities, partners, 
appropriate indicators of success, and how they are best measured. Whether IFPRI should continue 
to emphasize capacity strengthening as a core priority (and provide the space and credit for staff 
engagement in capacity building in its incentive structure) is beyond the immediate scope of this 

                                                      
31 http://www.coneval.gob.mx/quienessomos/Paginas/Creacion-del-coneval-en.aspx.  

32 Evaluations “may be done by the entity itself or through one or several organizations independent from the program 
executor.” 

http://www.coneval.gob.mx/quienessomos/Paginas/Creacion-del-coneval-en.aspx
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evaluation. As long as it remains a core pillar of IFPRI’s overall strategy, however, more concerted 
efforts at formal capacity strengthening are needed, as are allocation of the resources necessary and 
staff incentives to conduct such activities.  

 
Qualitative versus quantitative research  

While IFPRI was widely applauded for its technical expertise in impact evaluation methodologies, 
there were two key issues of concern expressed regarding qualitative and quantitative approaches 
to research conducted under the GRP28. 
 

First, there was a fairly consistent undercurrent of concern among nearly all stakeholders 
interviewed that as an institution IFPRI places too much emphasis on quantitative approaches and 
de-values qualitative research. In an analysis of IFPRI’s Strengthening Food Policy through 
Intrahousehold Analysis program, Jackson (2005) describes the perceived econometric focus of the 
Institute at that time and its influence on research the program conducted. Specifically, there was a 
perception by early researchers that they needed to deliberately emphasize “high-quality empirical 
work” and to downplay qualitative approaches if their work was to be taken seriously by “skeptical 
male economists” at a policy level (donors and ministries of finance). The sense that IFPRI places 
more value on—takes more seriously—quantitative than qualitative research remains an issue within 
IFPRI but also for stakeholders. 
 

One stakeholder in Bangladesh who felt strongly that IFPRI focuses too much on quantitative 
outcomes and not enough on qualitative aspects suggested that social-protection research should 
not be solely focused on the value of a transfer, for example, or how poor a beneficiary must be, but 
also on learning and behavior change. Likewise, another stakeholder suggested that, in Latin 
America, IFPRI was too narrowly focused on rigorous impact evaluations (quantitative approaches) 
that indicate whether a program is working or not (described as “IFPRI’s comparative advantage” by 
a stakeholder in Bangladesh), but that planning and programming staff want to know why a program 
does or does not work, which may be more amenable to discovery through qualitative approaches 
(see Roelen and Devereux 2014; Adato 2007). Roelen and Devereux (2014) also suggest that “mixed 
methods is considered as one way to ensure that an impact study is well contextualized and policy 
relevant.” Although most stakeholders interviewed felt IFPRI focused too much on quantitative 
approaches and not enough on qualitative insights, it should be noted that IFPRI did, in fact, use 
mixed methods approaches by conducting qualitative studies as part of many of its evaluations. 
 

The other key concern regarding qualitative and quantitative research relates to whether—
or how much—research activities focused on answering the set of specific research questions 
regarding methodologies that were guiding the GRP28: 

 What are the appropriate quantitative and qualitative research methods for evaluating such 
programs?  

 What is the appropriate mix of qualitative and quantitative methods for evaluating such 
programs?  

 How do these methods complement or substitute for each other, and how can they most 
effectively be integrated? 

 
There were no identifiable studies conducted regarding, for example, what the appropriate 
qualitative research methods were for evaluating programs, whereas numerous studies were 
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conducted regarding quantitative methods. While many studies were conducted using mixed 
methods, with the exception of Adato (2007), there was a noticeable lack of studies conducted on 
mixed methods and their use in evaluations, for which quite an extensive literature and continuing 
debate exists (Shaffer 2012; Kanbur 2005). Thus, it appears to the evaluation team that little research 
emphasis was placed on activities to directly address the qualitative aspects of these three research 
questions. 

This apparent gap may well reflect the issue of attribution/contribution of research activities that 
span multiple themes/sub-themes. It may simply be that research activities addressing qualitative 
aspects of evaluation methodologies were conducted under the auspices of other themes/sub-
themes and not attributed to the GRP28. For example, IFPRI’s research on gender and allocation of 
resources within households was touted as innovative in terms of its “increased use of qualitative 
research methods to understand the social and cultural factors that explain programs’ outcomes and 
impacts (von Braun and Pandya-Lorch 2005).” Thus, it should be stressed that any perceived 
emphasis on quantitative approaches at the expense of qualitative approaches is primarily relevant 
to the GRP28 program—if at all.  
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6.  CONCLUSIONS AND LESSONS LEARNED 

There was a strong consensus among all stakeholders interviewed that the GRP28 program provided 
relevant, high-quality, evidence-based research on a wide range of topics related to social protection 
broadly. Research activities over the 12-year period (and beyond) contributed greatly to the body of 
knowledge and global public goods regarding social protection and safety nets generally, and 
particularly of CCTs. Based largely on stakeholder interviews, this review has identified a number of 
lessons learned that should be considered when planning future research activities in order to 
further enhance impact. 

Balancing the tensions between carrying out quality research and strengthening national 
research capacity 

Between 2000 and 2012, IFPRI’s GRP28 program engaged in high-quality research and produced 
influential publications on a diverse range of social-protection issues. Stakeholders felt that IFPRI had 
provided a variety of highly valuable trainings to national partners. Additionally, GRP28 team 
members were engaged in long-term capacity-strengthening activities in a number of countries, 
including with the governments of Bangladesh, Ethiopia, and Malawi. IFPRI’s long-standing research 
relationship with WFP included a strong capacity-strengthening component. 
 

Based on documents provided by IFPRI to the evaluation team, combined with input from 
some stakeholders, it was not entirely clear, however, that capacity strengthening per se was 
regularly emphasized or formalized (that is, specific activities planned, budgeted, and staffed) as 
part of the GRP28. That is, with a few prominent exceptions, capacity strengthening may have been 
employed more informally than what might be necessary in order to build long-term national 
capacity for designing, implementing, and evaluating large-scale interventions. In order to establish a 
culture of evaluation that is sustained by national governments, IFPRI may need to consider 
engaging more directly in capacity-strengthening activities and identifying indicators for monitoring 
success that are based on a theory of change.  
 

A theory of change would describe the pathways of change—including for capacity 
strengthening—from inputs through outputs, outcomes, and impacts for its proposed research 
efforts. A theory of change would also help to keep IFPRI’s efforts accountable, and to identify 
priority areas for research and capacity strengthening, partner organizations, and other stakeholders 
that will be important to achieving activity-specific pathways of change, and relevant assumptions 
associated with each step along the pathways. 
 

Although capacity building is one of the main objectives in IFPRI’s strategic plan, it has not 
been given the amount of attention it deserves in its social-protection research program. A recent 
internal review of IFPRI’s capacity-strengthening approach could be used to improve its social-
protection research program in the future. Additionally, the Institute’s incentive structures do not 
seem to give capacity development much weight, even though this could have a significant positive 
influence on policy change. However, in the face of resource constraints, IFPRI might consider how 
to better capture the impact of existing capacity-building activities rather than shifting emphasis 
from quality research to capacity strengthening.  
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Proactive engagement in helping to drive the global agenda 

By and large, stakeholders felt that IFPRI’s reputation for high-quality research earns them a 
prominent place at global policy dialogues on social protection. However, many interviewed 
stakeholders that participate in such global-level dialogues or forums (for example,  with the DFID 
and World Bank consultative groups on social protection, the Government of Australia’s Department 
of Foreign Affairs and Trade informal social-protection network, IDS’s Center for Social Protection 
Network) felt that IFPRI was mostly absent, or came to the table late in the process. Stakeholders 
felt that IFPRI could provide strong conceptual leadership in helping to set the global agenda, 
particularly in what stakeholders felt are new and emerging issues (including climate change, 
urbanization, and rural-urban migration). Resource constraints likely limit IFPRI’s ability to be more 
engaged than it already is at a global level; according to its annual IPRs, IFPRI participates in a wide 
variety of global-level workshops, discussions, forums, etc. Nonetheless, global-level stakeholders 
expressed a true desire to see IFPRI’s researchers more engaged in high-level dialogues driving the 
global social-protection agenda. Given the sincere interest, IFPRI might reconsider the importance of 
its presence at such forums and make more effort at prioritizing resources to allow for greater 
engagement with relevant stakeholders at the global level.  

Balancing national research priorities (demand-driven) with research aimed at filling a 
global information gap (supply-driven) 

More proactive engagement by IFPRI in international policy dialogues can help shape national 
research agendas for social-protection programming. Much of IFPRI’s research is demand-driven in 
that it is contracted by a client to conduct specific studies focused on a program or research 
questions. Rightly or wrongly, IFPRI’s research topics are perceived by some stakeholders to be 
influenced by donor-driven interests (IFPRI’s research topics are based on what will get funded). 
Efforts by IFPRI researchers to educate donors helps influence donor understanding of the issues 
and shapes their funding priorities (including funding IFPRI’s research portfolio). By helping to drive 
the global agenda regarding key issues in social protection, IFPRI will help shape national research 
priorities, including through better informed donors and government entities. IFPRI’s research has 
advanced the knowledge base on research topics of global interest such as social safety nets, 
conditional cash transfers, pipeline problems, and cost effectiveness, among others, and can help 
bridge the gap between demand- and supply-side interests and research.  

Balancing mixed methods approaches 

Many stakeholders perceived that IFPRI generally places a great deal of emphasis on quantitative 
approaches and de-values qualitative research. Internally, this can create an atmosphere of “second-
class citizenry” for those researchers who emphasize qualitative approaches. Surely this is not 
IFPRI’s intent and efforts should be made to correct this impression—however rightly or wrongly 
perceived.  
 

There is also a need to revisit research activities designed to understand the value of a mixed 
methods approach for conducting impact evaluations. Research design, and specifically the balance 
and type of quantitative and qualitative methods employed, should be based in part on the needs of 
the end user. Particularly when combined with quantitative methods, valuable insights gained by 
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collecting qualitative information can enhance interpretation of quantitative findings, often helping 
to identify why a program does or does not work.  
 

Although IFPRI conducted qualitative studies as part of many evaluations, there was little 
evidence presented of research activities—or results—that specifically focused on GRP28 research 
questions regarding qualitative methods for impact evaluations (determining what an appropriate 
mix of quantitative and qualitative methods might be for impact evaluations, or how the two 
approaches could be best integrated). It is possible that this apparent gap may result from such 
research activities being conducted under the auspices of other themes/sub-themes and not being 
attributed to the GRP28. If so, the specific research questions regarding qualitative/quantitative 
approaches should be removed from the GRP28’s set of guiding research questions. IFPRI is well-
placed to conduct research and move forward the knowledge base on qualitative approaches and 
mixed methods, particularly in understanding the potentially unexpected and often complex 
interactions of social-protection interventions that are not necessarily best captured by quantitative 
measurements of change over time. 
 

IFPRI is well-placed to provide leadership and evidence-based research regarding qualitative 
methods in impact evaluations. Strengthening its research efforts on the use of qualitative methods 
in designing effective impact evaluations would help promote a mixed methods approach. 
Depending on available resources, IFPRI could consider adding in-house staff expertise, if needed. 
Otherwise, IFPRI might partner more effectively with organizations for whom this is a strength.  

Partnering with organizations with good capacity in linking policy to action  

In order to ensure that the policy research in which it engages is put into action, IFPRI needs to 
consider partnering with organizations or entities that can facilitate this process. The research-policy 
continuum is not necessarily linear and effecting policy change is a long-term process that is 
susceptible to changing and often unpredictable political environments. Effective policy advocacy 
requires a different skill set than that required to conduct high-quality research. The ability to 
communicate effectively with nontechnical audiences is critical for linking research to policy. Thus, 
greater emphasis may be needed on policy communications strategies that more directly link to 
decisionmakers rather than overemphasizing publications that may not be read by most of them. 
This includes using language that decisionmakers understand, dialoguing more directly with them to 
achieve scale, and staff promotion and other incentive systems that place higher value on policy 
communications.  
 

As it is not possible for IFPRI to engage in all possible policy venues that might be open to it, 
nor to be engaged in the entire policy cycle, it needs to be strategic in its partnerships to ensure its 
research findings are having their intended impact. IFPRI should identify partners—at the beginning 
of the research process—that understand the needs of decisionmakers, the structure of the 
decisionmaking process, and the power relations (formal and informal) that are involved. IFPRI’s 
long-term agreement with WFP (including research on social protection), which formalized IFPRI’s 
role as an advisor to this largest of UN agencies, provides but one example of an effective 
partnership that links evidence-based research to policy and operationalization.  
 

In addition, IFPRI needs to establish a systematic monitoring system to track the process by 
which research results are brought to the attention of those able to act on the information and to 
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determine the policy impacts of its social-protection research. It is notoriously difficult to assess 
impact at a policy level, but IFPRI’s research findings are of limited value if there is ultimately no 
uptake by decisionmakers or on-the-ground implementation based on that evidence. Again, strong 
partnerships with stakeholders who have relationships with relevant decisionmakers at different 
entry points in the policy cycle are necessary. In order to more accurately assess its influence on 
policy change, IFPRI would need to identify funding and/or partnerships to support ongoing policy 
change after research is complete. Currently, there is little follow up once research is completed, 
even though IFPRI stakeholders acknowledged the need to track this. In the absence of core funding 
and lack of donor interest in investing in such activities, this may not be possible, at least to the 
degree it is needed. 
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ANNEX A: TERMS OF REFERENCE 

TERMS OF REFERENCE FOR CONSULTANT 
RESEARCH PROGRAM ON SOCIAL PROTECTION 

EX-POST IMPACT ASSESSMENT REVIEW 
 
The CGIAR Research Program on Policies, Institutions, and Markets (PIM) and IFPRI wish to jointly 
commission a consultant to carry out an impact assessment study of IFPRI’s research program on 
Social Protection over the period 2000–2012. The research program has long antecedents at IFPRI, 
but the specific activities to be evaluated fall under the following clusters of activities or themes, all 
of which began in 2000 or later: 

 Syntheses towards best practice 

 Conditional cash transfer related studies 

 The Northern Uganda school feeding study and extensions  

 Work with WFP 

 Evaluation of Ethiopia’s productive safety nets programme 

 Bangladesh 

 More recent work funded by PIM on testing of safety net mechanisms  

 Other social protection studies 
 
The impact assessment study should include the following: 

a) an assessment of the overall contributions of the research program in terms of the relevance 
and quality of its research, research capacity building, and communications activities and 
outputs;  

b) developing a conceptual framework for assessing the economic and social impacts of its 
main outputs at international, national, and relevant sub-national levels; 

c) consulting with researchers, clients, and other stakeholders involved in the studies/activities 
cited above to develop a first assessment of perceived positive impacts as well as challenges 
in achieving impacts. A synthesis of key challenges will be produced from this exercise;   

d) drawing from previous analysis, select and undertake 2 or 3 project case studies from within 
the research program portfolio where impacts can be demonstrated. This will include tracing 
the pathways and influences of the project on key stakeholders at international, national, 
and relevant sub-national levels; identifying policy responses and other effects generated or 
influenced by the project; and if possible measuring the ultimate impacts in qualitative and 
quantitative terms;  

e) where feasible, assessing whether IFPRI’s work on social protection programs has 
contributed to meeting the different needs of women, men, girls, and boys. Although this 
was not until recently a specific goal of the research program, PIM and IFPRI are interested in 
findings and recommendations that would enhance this aspect of the work in the future; 

f) evaluating IFPRI’s role in the case study projects and more generally within the research 
program through stakeholder questionnaires and interviews, document searchers, etc. The 
objective here is not to so much to make direct attributions of benefits to IFPRI, but rather to 
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demonstrate the types of influence IFPRI had on key partners involved in its research 
activities;  

g) drawing lessons for IFPRI and PIM as learning organizations aimed at improving the 
potentials for future impact from programs of this nature and in general; and 

h) a clear identification of the international public goods that the program has produced. 
 

The consultant will lead the impact assessment study and take direct responsibility for the final 
report. IFPRI and PIM staff will provide necessary background documents and assist with the 
organization of the case studies. The background studies will include several project evaluation and 
impact assessment studies that have already been conducted of IFPRI’s social protection work. IFPRI 
will also provide the consultant with a list of all the outputs from the research program, together 
with relevant use (e.g., download) and citations statistics.  
 
After an initial review of background materials, the consultant will be expected to visit IFPRI to meet 
with relevant staff and develop an agreed work plan and budget with PIM and IFPRI. The consultant 
will prepare a draft report by October 31, 2014 that will be peer reviewed and subsequently published 
as an IFPRI/PIM Independent Impact Assessment Report. Additionally, it is expected that the 
consultant will produce some intermediate outputs (such as the desk review and assessment of the 
program’s research outputs) which can inform an ongoing evaluation of PIM’s broader research 
program being undertaken by the Independent Evaluation Arrangement (IEA) of the CGIAR. 
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ANNEX B: LIST OF STAKEHOLDERS 

I. Interviewed 

Bangladesh 
Akhter Ahmed Chief of Party IFPRI 
Binayak Sen Research Director BIDS 
Naser Farid Director General Food Planning and Monitoring Unit 

(FPMU), Ministry of Food and Disaster 
Management 

Mahabub Hossain Adviser to Executive Director Bangladesh Rural Advancement 
Committee (BRAC) 

A.M.M. Shwakat Ali Former Advisor to the Caretaker 
Government of Bangladesh (2008) 

Agriculture, Food Security and Nutrition 

Hossain Zillur Rahman Executive Chairman Power and Participation Research 
Centre (PPRC) 

Zahidul Hassan Managing Director DATA 
Rezaul Karim Head of Program Planning and 

Implementation Support 
WFP 

Nazmul Bhuiyan  USAID 

Mexico 
Hugo Zertuche Director General for Statistical Analysis 

and Evaluation 
Oportunidades/PROSPERA 

Rogelio Grados Director of External Evaluation Oportunidades/PROSPERA 
Gabriela Quijas Department of International Relations Oportunidades/PROSPERA 
Daniel Hernandez Coordinator of Advisors to Secretariat of 

Public Education 
Secretariat of Public Education; former 
National Coordinator for PROGRESA 

Gonzalo Licona General Director Council for Evaluation of Social Policies 
and Development (CONEVAL) 

Graciela Teruel 
Belismelis 

Universidad Iberoamericana Board member for CONEVAL  

Bénédicte de la Brière Senior Economist World Bank 
Monica Orozco 
Corona 

Consultant formerly Coordinator of Evaluation for 
PROGRESA 

Rogelio Gomez 
Hermosillo 

Consultant  formerly National Coordinator for 
PROGRESA/Oportunidades 

Policy decisionmakers and others 
Camilla Holmemo Senior Social Protection Specialist World Bank  
Lynn Brown Consultant formerly World Bank, IFPRI, and WFP 
Emmanuel Skoufias Lead Economist Poverty Reduction 

Group 
World Bank; formerly IFPRI 

Tim Robertson Senior Agricultural Specialist World Bank 
Susanna Sandstrom Chief Economist WFP 
Arif Husain Head of VAM Unit WFP 
Annalisa Conte Deputy Director, Poverty, Programme 

and Innovation Division  
WFP 

Rachel Sabates-
Wheeler 

Research Fellow, Vulnerability and 
Poverty Reduction 

IDS; formerly UNICEF 

Stephen Devereux Research Fellow, Vulnerability and 
Poverty Reduction  

IDS 
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Lawrence Haddad Senior Research Fellow, Poverty, Health 
and Nutrition Division 

IFPRI; formerly IDS Director 

John Hoddinott Deputy Director, Poverty, Health and 
Nutrition Division 

IFPRI 

Stuart Gillespie Senior Research Fellow; CEO of the 
Transform Nutrition Research Program 
Consortium 

IFPRI 

Harold Alderman Senior Research Fellow, Poverty, Health 
and Nutrition Division 

IFPRI; formerly World Bank 

Leigh Stubblefield Head of Social Protection DFID 
Tim Waites Senior Livelihoods and Disaster 

Resilience Advisor 
DFID 

Malcohm Redow Program Advisor DFID 
Paul Harvey Partner, Humanitarian Outcomes  formally with ODI 
   

II. Contacted  

Santiago Levy Vice President for Sectors and 
Knowledge 

IDB; part of team that designed 
PROGRESA 

Fernando Regalia Division Chief, Social Protection and 
Health 

IDB 

Carola Alvarez Lead Social Protection Specialist in 
Nicaragua 

IDB 

Pablo Ibarraran Lead Social Protection Specialist, 
Washington D.C. 

IDB 

Margaret Grosh Lead Economist, Human Development in 
Latin America and the Caribbean 

World Bank 

Carlo del Ninno Senior Economist, Social Protection  World Bank 

Juan Rivera Director, Nutrition and Health Center Instituto Nacional de Salud Publica 
(INSP) 

Juan Pablo Gutierrez Director, Center for Impact Evaluation 
and Surveys 

Instituto Nacional de Salud Publica 
(INSP) 

Susan Parker Faculty, Division of Economics Centro de Investigation y Docencia 
Economicas (CIDE) 

John Scott Faculty, Division of Economics Centro de Investigation y Docencia 
Economicas (CIDE) 

Evelyne Rodriguez Consultant Formerly with PROGRESA 

Nora Lustig Professor, Latin American Economics Tulane University; Former Director of 
Poverty Group, UNDP 

Alain de Janvry Professor, Agricultural & Resource 
Economics 

University of California at Berkeley 

Jef Leroy Research Fellow, Poverty, Health and 
Nutrition Division 

IFPRI 

Jere Behrman Professor, Economics University of Pennsylvania 

Isidro Soloaga  Professor-Researcher, Department of 
Economics 

Universidad Iberoamericana 

Rodolfo de la Torre General Coordinator, Human 
Development Research Office 

UNDP, Mexico 
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ANNEX C: TOPICAL OUTLINE 

IFPRI Social Protection 
 
 What has been the added value of IFPRI’s social protection research program in terms of: a) 

promoting more and better research on social protection activities that contribute to poverty 
reduction; b) increasing awareness and understanding of the issues, c) building relevant research 
capacity and communications; and d) bringing about changes in national, international and donor 
policies and programs?  

 
1. Have IFPRI’s research activities been relevant and effective for increasing the understanding 

of program design, implementation and potential outcomes of social protection 
programming, especially in relation to social, cultural and political environments and 
socioeconomic circumstances?  

 
2. Have IFPRI’s findings on social protection programming influenced strategic plans, 

programming, or donor thinking at national, regional, and international levels? How? If not, 
why not?  

 

 What (other) types of influence has IFPRI’s research had on stakeholders and other 
partners? 

 
3. How well do IFPRI’s research activities provide for the information needs of policymakers 

and donors in relation to social protection and safety net programming to reduce poverty, 
and improve nutrition and food security of the poor and most vulnerable?  

 

 Timeliness of dissemination of IFPRI’s social protection information? How might 
communication be improved to promote greater use and impact of this work at the 
country, regional or global levels?  

 
4. What (if any) influence has (past) capacity building and communications at the national level 

had on (current) implementation of evidence-based interventions? 
 

 Is there continued exchange (lessons learned, mentoring/training, peer review, and 
so forth) between IFPRI and its partners (such as researchers, donors, stakeholders, 
and policymakers) at the national, regional, and international levels? 

 
5. How (if at all) has IFPRI’s research methodology been used to improve monitoring and 

evaluation systems of key stakeholders (local, national, international)?  
 
 Can IFPRI’s research outputs on social protection be identified with any specific policy or 

program changes at international, national, or relevant sub-national levels that have had 
measurable social or economic impacts [and that could be used to calculate a value-for-money 
(VfM) ratio]?  
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6. How has/did IFPRI’s research transform(ed) thinking about the role of human capital in 
development programming? 

 
 

7. What policy responses and other effects has IFPRI’s social protection research program 
generated or influenced? How has IFPRI’s research affected the design, implementation, 
scaling up and sustainability of social protection programs in Mexico? In other countries? 

 
 

8. What, if any, effects has IFPRI’s research had on governments’ expenditures on social 
protection programs? How has social protection funding changed over the last 5 years?  

 
 
 Was IFPRI the right organization to conduct this research on social protection? Could anyone else 

have done it better? 
 

9. What are the positive impacts of IFPRI’s work? What challenges has IFPRI faced in achieving 
impacts? Would social protection research or programming have evolved differently if IFPRI 
had not been involved? 

 
10. Has IFPRI’s work on social protection programs met different needs of women and men, girls 

and boys? What could be done to enhance this aspect of the work in the future? 
 

11. How appropriate and effective were IFPRI’s research methods? Did they use the appropriate 
combination of quantitative and qualitative methods and were these integrated well in 
research activities?  

 
12. What, if any, input did IFPRI partners have in determining the research agenda? To what 

extent was IFPRI’s research agenda “demand driven”? 
 
 What lessons can be learned about how IFPRI could work more effectively to improve the 

potential for future impact from programs of this nature and in general? 
 

13. What factors contributed to/hindered the effectiveness of IFPRI’s research activities on social 
protection? 

 
14. What has been the most successful aspect(s) of IFPRI’s research activities on social 

protection in [country]? Globally? How could it be strengthened? 
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ANNEX D: DETAILED TOC WITH PARTNERS AND KEY ASSUMPTIONS 

 

  



 

 

 

- 66 - 

ANNEX E: IFPRI STAFFING BASED ON IPR LISTINGS 
OF TEAM MEMBERS 

 

 

 


