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As the International Food Policy Research Institute (IFPRI) 
celebrates its 40th anniversary, it is an appropriate time for 

the Institute and its key stakeholders to take stock of what is 
known about its policy influence and impact over the years. Has 
IFPRI been a worthwhile undertaking? What does available 
evidence tell us about how IFPRI might achieve even greater 
policy influence and impact in the future? This brief draws on a 
forthcoming paper1 that uses external sources of evidence to 
address these questions, including citations data, external 
program and management reviews commissioned by CGIAR, and 
a series of independently conducted impact assessment studies of 
many of IFPRI’s research programs and projects. While this body 
of evidence lacks scientific rigor, it does reflect the views of 
external experts based on careful study of the available evidence.

IFPRI’S PERFORMANCE AS A RESEARCH 
INSTITUTION
For research organizations, counts of publications and their 
citation by other researchers are standard measures of perfor-
mance and peer influence. The most widely recognized mea-
sures (which have been consistently collected over IFPRI’s 40 
years) are the number of papers published in leading journals, 
as tracked by the Institute for Scientific Information (ISI), and the 
number of citations received in those same journals. In total, 
IFPRI had published 1,515 papers in ISI-tracked journals by the 
end of 2014 and had received 21,249 citations in the same 
journals (an average of 14 citations per paper). Of these, 61 
articles had been cited more than 61 times (an h-index of 61). 
These statistics are similar to those of the World Bank, which 
had an average citation count of 13 per paper and an h-index of 
83 between 1982 and 2010.2 

The ISI counts are limited to articles published in leading journals. 
However, IFPRI’s mandate requires it to reach a broader audience, 

including policymakers, so in addition to publications in top 
journals, IFPRI producers a wide range of published outputs. One 
measure of this wider range of outputs is provided by the 
Research Papers in Economics (RePEc) database. RePEc uses 
publication counts, citations, and download statistics to rank 
institutions. In 2015, IFPRI was ranked as second among research 
institutions working in agricultural economics, sixth among 
research institutions working in development, and second among 
research institutions working on Africa.3 

External program and management reviews (EPMRs) for all 
CGIAR centers were, until recently, routinely commissioned by 
CGIAR’s Science Council. The reviews were undertaken by teams 
of external experts who were given access to IFPRI’s staff and 
files, undertook country visits to evaluate some of IFPRI’s projects, 
and met with a broad range of policymakers, donors, and other 
stakeholders in IFPRI’s work. While the primary purpose of the 
EPMRs was to evaluate the overall performance of the Institute, 
they also shed useful light on IFPRI’s influence and probable 
impact, as well as changes in EPMR expectations over time about 
standards for assessing IFPRI’s impact. Four EPMRs have been 
conducted to date (1985, 1990, 1998, and 2006). These reviews 
suggest that IFPRI has had substantial influence that arguably has 
led to significant and positive global impact. However, quantifica-
tion of that impact has remained elusive.  

Perhaps the best indicator of IFPRI’s global influence is the award 
of the 2001 World Food Prize to Per Pinstrup-Andersen, then 
IFPRI’s director general. This award recognized that “[IFPRI’s] 
2020 Vision Initiative alerted world leaders to potential food 
security crises in the 21st Century, thus: helping change the 
priorities of governments; halting the decline in donor support to 
agricultural research and development; and leading to the 
instigation of projects which have improved the lives of the 
world’s poorest citizens and reduced global poverty figures.”4
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IMPACT OF IFRPI’S RESEARCH PROGRAMS  
AND PROJECTS
More detailed evidence of IFPRI’s impact can be found in a series 
of external evaluations, begun in 1997, of some of IFPRI’s 
research programs and projects. These evaluations were nearly all 
conducted by external experts, and were subjected to a peer 
review process organized by an external impact assessment 
coordinator. Together these studies have covered the majority of 
IFPRI’s total spending on policy-oriented research (POR) activities 
over the past 20 years. There are 28 evaluation studies available 
so far, of which 7 evaluate POR that had a country focus and 21 
evaluate POR that had a regional or global focus.

The country-level studies include evaluations of IFPRI’s contribu-
tions to the design and evaluation of two large-scale antipoverty 
programs, the PROGRESA/Oportunidades program in Mexico, 
and the Productive Safety Net Programme (PNSP) in Ethiopia. 
IFPRI’s impact on the design and the consequent benefits of 
these programs were found to be substantial, and there may also 
have been spillover benefits to other countries developing similar 
programs. In Bangladesh, studies show that IFPRI made valuable 
contributions to the Food for Education Program and the Rural 
Rationing Program. In Vietnam, IFPRI is found to have played an 
important role in helping the government design its rice market 
liberalization policy. For the most part, the country-level impact 
assessments were successful in tracing an implicit “impact 
pathway,” and some were even able to quantify the net benefits 
of the POR, albeit under strong restrictive assumptions. The 
assessments show that the returns to IFPRI’s contributions can be 
high when they lead to successful policy change within a country. 

Evaluations of regionally and globally focused POR are more 
numerous, because a substantial fraction of IFPRI’s research either 
addresses policy themes of global significance or seeks to identify 
new or improved policies on specific issues applicable to groups 
of countries facing the same problem. Studies of this work 
evaluate IFPRI’s research on gender analysis, rural public invest-
ment, water policy, rural finance, economywide modeling, 

international trade, agricultural projections, high-value agriculture, 

social protection programs, IFPRI’s project to collect and dissemi-

nate Agricultural Science and Technology Indicators (ASTI), IFPRI’s 

regional policy networks, and important international confer-

ences organized by IFPRI, such as the 2020 Vision conference on 

leveraging agriculture to improve nutrition and health outcomes, 

held in New Delhi in 2011.5 

Several studies try to establish impact in individual countries, with 

varying degrees of success, but none attempt to quantify impact 

at regional or global levels. For example, at the regional level ASTI 

data have been widely used for formulating development 

proposals and now constitute a unique international public good. 

And at the global level, IFPRI’s economywide modeling, especially 

social accounting matrixes, has helped to 

quantify the effects of nonfood policies on 

the food sector and of structural or policy 

shocks on factor markets, income distribu-

tion, and poverty. In sum, most regional 

and global studies demonstrate that IFPRI’s 

work has added to the global corpus of 

knowledge and has often influenced 

thinking about methods, paradigms, and 

policies. However, pathways to impact are 

much harder to assess, especially beyond the domain of individ-

ual countries. 

THE BOTTOM LINE
It can be fairly concluded that IFPRI has had a tangible and 

substantial impact, and has likely benefited a large number of the 

world’s poor. But quantifying these benefits remains a daunting 

challenge, and most of IFPRI’s evaluators have shied away from 

the task because of lack of suitable data and methods. A few 

attempts have been made. These studies capture just a tiny 

fraction of IFPRI’s work over 40 years, but provide a surprisingly 

large estimate of IFPRI’s impact. Estimates are available for IFPRI’s 

work on: the PROGRESA program in Mexico, Vietnam’s rice 

market liberalization, rural roads investment in India, PSNP in 

Ethiopia, abolition of the rural rationing program in Bangladesh, 

and ASTI’s influence on research and development investment in 

Kenya and Tanzania. Even without inflating these estimates to 

2014 prices, and subject to the various rather strong assumptions 

underlying the analyses, the total benefit could exceed  

US$1 billion—enough to cover about 75 percent of IFPRI’s total 

spending (US$1.403 billion in 2014 prices, or US$1.139 billion in 

actual prices) over the period 1976–2014. The full benefits may 

be much larger, especially given that these estimates do not 

These studies capture just a tiny fraction 
of IFPRI’s work over 40 years, but 
provide a surprisingly large estimate of 
IFPRI’s impact.

2



include the additional benefits from cross-country spillovers and 
global public goods. 

LESSONS LEARNED FOR INCREASING IFPRI’S 
EFFECTIVENESS
Most of the impact assessment studies contain recommendations 
to help IFPRI improve its impact in the future. These recommen-
dations are the opinions of the external evaluators and were 
formed within the specific context of the research project or 
program they evaluated, but there is a high degree of concur-
rence among them.

A common refrain is the difficulty IFPRI often experiences in 
bridging the research-to-policy gap. IFPRI’s research teams 
produce excellent and widely cited and used research products, 
but too often these do not translate into discernable policy 
influence and impact. Two explanations are offered for this gap. 
First, insufficient attention is paid to advocacy and communica-
tions. Effective advocacy involves a different skill set than that 
required for excellent research—a skill set in which the ability to 
communicate effectively with lay audiences trumps methodologi-
cal niceties. It is recommended that IFPRI commit more effort and 
resources to editorial and presentation skills and develop a wider 
range of website and related tools, such as email-based dissemi-
nation. Choosing the right national partners for POR can also 
have an important bearing on whether research results reach and 
influence high-level policymakers.

Second, because many research teams lack a clear strategy for 
achieving policy impact, evaluators suggest more attention needs 
to be given ex ante to project theories of change. An explicit 
theory of change helps clarify a project’s research objectives and 
maps the expected impact pathway from project activities to 
outputs, outcomes, and impacts, providing a framework that 
both informs the execution of the research and guides monitor-
ing and later evaluation.

Several evaluators highlight the challenge IFPRI faces in trying to 
produce international public goods (IPGs) at global or 
multicountry levels (as required of a CGIAR-funded institution), 
while simultaneously focusing on policy impact within individual 
countries. Over the years, IFPRI has tried to address this dual 
problem by using various types of multicountry programs that 
seek to generate IPGs through case studies in several countries 
facing a common policy problem. However, while this method 
has often successfully led to IPGs, it has not always led to 
sufficient emphasis on, or engagement with, the policy process in 
the case study countries. 

Some evaluators also highlight a lack of multidisciplinary 
analysis and skills at IFPRI, and suggest the emphasis on 
economics needs to be balanced by greater attention to other 
social science disciplines. This could also enhance communication 
with policymakers and thus policy impact. 

Poor national capacity to undertake, communicate, and use 
evidence-based policy analysis was identified in early EPMRs and 
impact assessment studies as a serious constraint on IFPRI’s ability 
to achieve impact. In response, IFPRI has set capacity building 
as one of its strategic goals. Yet several recent assessments still 
find a lack of attention to capacity building in many research 
programs.

A related issue is a lack of effective exit strategies for some of 
IFPRI’s research teams, particularly those embedded in regional or 
national policy networks. Such networks can quickly collapse 
once IFPRI leaves and funding and leadership fall off, unless due 
attention is given to building capacity that will sustain activity 
well into the future. This can be difficult to do when funding for 
networks is short-term and uncertain. 

Inadequate priority setting is also mentioned in several impact 
studies. When launching new research programs, evaluators 
recommend that IFPRI consider ways to identify policy gaps and 
determine which gaps, if closed, are likely to have the biggest 
impact. Such procedures are an effective, but not infallible, way 
of weeding out the less rewarding or higher-cost research 
questions. A more systematic approach to priority setting could 
also avoid the peril of idiosyncrasy, which arises when the skills 
and interests of a particular individual researcher dominate the 
research agenda. The role of individuals has, by and large, 
worked greatly to the advantage of IFPRI, but it can distort the 
research agenda and may confer some organizational vulnerabil-
ity as leadership changes over time. 

A common lament in nearly all the impact studies is a lack of 
credible evidence available for ex post evaluations. Very few 
research teams compile a systematic and quantified evidence trail 
about their work, leaving it to evaluators to try and create such 
evidence in an ex post setting. Sadly, much valuable information 
relevant to the conduct and influence of research is lost as 
memories fade or individuals with knowledge of specific research 
activities relocate. Regular and high-quality monitoring and 
evaluation (M&E) could pay large dividends in several areas: by 
sustaining long-run support from both developing country 
governments and donors, by providing learning and feedback 
loops, and by providing solid empirical data on outputs and, with 
time, outcomes, perhaps furnishing valuable evidence of IFPRI’s 
policy impact.
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IFPRI’S FOLLOW UP
Some of these recommendations have already been addressed by 

IFPRI. For example, the recent decentralization of many of IFPRI’s 

staff to country-based project and regional offices and the 

development of country-specific strategy support programs are 

expected to enable researchers to become more embedded, and 

thus influential, in local policy processes. IFPRI has also made 

progress in diversifying the disciplinary mix of its staff and 

publications, and has expanded its communications budget and 

work to take advantage of new information technology opportu-

nities, especially social media.

The funding environment for IFPRI from both CGIAR and bilateral 

sources has also changed in ways that place a much higher 

priority on M&E and the ability to demonstrate impact. This 

should not only help nudge IFPRI in some of the directions 

recommended by past evaluators, but should also invigorate 

IFPRI’s efforts to develop better ways of demonstrating and 

documenting its impact at country, regional, and global levels. As 

these changes entail some trade-offs in terms of costs and focus, 

the challenge will be for IFPRI to adapt to these new demands 

without risking the quality of its research programs or sacrificing 
the production of IPGs while seeking greater impact within 
individual countries.

CONCLUSIONS
IFPRI has established itself as a premier research organization in 
the agriculture and food policy area, producing high-quality 
research outputs that are widely read and cited by peers. Stake-
holders also appreciate the relevance and value of this work.

Impact assessment studies of IFPRI’s research provide plenty of 
plausible narratives about policy impact, and the few quantitative 
studies that have been undertaken suggest that, subject to often 
strong assumptions regarding attribution of impact, a handful of 
IFPRI’s research could have generated sufficient benefits to justify 
about 75 percent of IFPRI’s total costs over 40 years. Given 
inherent difficulties in evaluating policy-oriented research, it may 
never be possible to rigorously measure the full extent of IFPRI’s 
influence and impact. Yet experience suggests that impact can be 
better measured in the future if IFPRI adopts more systematic 
M&E systems in its project design and management. 
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