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This strategy document identifies the International Food Policy Research 
Institute’s (IFPRI’s) priority areas of capacity development for food and 

agricultural policy research, policy formulation, and implementation. It also 
identifies where IFPRI could increase its investment based on its comparative 
advantage and how it can continue to deliver high-quality capacity develop-
ment programs.

Capacity strengthening is a strategic tool 

for increasing food and agricultural policy 

impact. Evidence suggests that capacity 

strengthening plays a causal role in agri-

cultural growth and poverty reduction. Yet 

much of the developing world suffers from 

a gross lack of policy research capacity 

to design and implement country-driven, 

country-led, and country-owned develop-

ment strategies, policies, and programs.  

Considerable investments have been made 

in the past three decades to develop and 

strengthen institutions and individuals for 

policy research, analysis, and implementa-

tion. However, at policy organizations in 

developing countries, an overall lack of 

capacity and poor use of existing capac-

ity pose immense challenges for policy 

research and analysis. Identifying and 

overcoming these challenges is key to 

achieving sustainable development goals. 

Some issues that have yet to be addressed 

in the context of capacity development for 

food and agricultural policy research in-

clude the following: How can we develop 

self-sustaining national institutions that 

effectively promote high-standard policy 

research relevant for development chal-

lenges? How can the existing scientific and 

policy research capacity be enhanced, re-

tained, and put to effective use for greater 

policy impact?



Strengthening local capacities for undertaking, 
communicating, and applying evidence-informed 
food policy analysis has been one of IFPRI’s major 
objectives for the past 40 years. The institute’s 
experience has shown that policy research com-
bined with the capacity to generate, absorb, and 
use evidence in the policy process can have high 
impact on poverty reduction, hunger elimina-
tion, and sustainable use of natural resources. The 
history of IFPRI’s efforts in food policy capacity 
strengthening suggest that the institute has much 
to offer to the development of policy research 
and analytical capacities in developing countries. 
In order to make a measurable and sustainable 
impact on food policy, the institute must continue 
to strengthen the capacity of individuals, institu-
tions, and policy systems both in the countries 
where it conducts its research and beyond.

DEFINITION OF CAPACITY STRENGTHENING 
In line with IFPRI’s vision and mission, it must be 
emphasized that the institute views capacity de-
velopment as a continuous, ever-evolving process 
to achieve development objectives. For this, IFPRI 
needs a holistic definition of capacity develop-
ment that addresses the issue at multiple levels, 
starting from individuals and extending to organi-
zations and systems. In this regard, the United Na-
tions Development Programme (UNDP) definition 
of capacity development aligns well with IFPRI’s 
understanding and work on the subject. 

CAPACITY STRENGTHENING PROCESS
Once development goals are set, they must be 
translated into national strategies and implement-
ed through various national and sectoral policies 
and programs. Understanding current levels and 
future capacity needed to accomplish the goals 
provides insight into the resources required for 
capacity strengthening. Figure 1 illustrates the 
capacity development and utilization process in 
developing countries. It presents the pathways 
through which capacity strengthening helps to 
translate research and development goals into 
development outcomes. First, the current capac-
ity and the future needs are mapped against the 
goals and strategy. The next step is to invest and 
develop capacity to fill existing gaps. Capacity 
development efforts are then monitored and 
evaluated, resulting in a more efficient use of 
capacity in terms of achievement of development 
outcomes. Depending on the extent to which 
outcomes match the goals, feedback may guide 
strategy revisions.

Strengthening the capacity of agricultural 
research and policy institutions and their staff 
is critical to IFPRI’s mission to end hunger and 
malnutrition. The achievement of this mission 
depends heavily on creating and implement-
ing evidence-based policy solutions designed to 
reduce poverty and help eradicate hunger and 
malnutrition around the world. The institute has 
taken a number of steps over the years to inte-
grate capacity building into its larger research 
mandate.

IFPRI’s research divisions, CGIAR Research Pro-
grams (CRPs), Country Strategy Support Programs 
(CSSPs), and regional programs include capacity 
strengthening components as part of their pro-
grammatic activities. Guided by a recent evalu-
ation of its capacity strengthening efforts and 

Vision and Mission

The vision and mission of IFPRI’s Capacity Strength-
ening Strategy is derived from and supports the 
institute’s overall vision, mission, and strategy, which 
guide IFPRI research.
Vision: To have capable policy research organiza-
tions, individuals, institutions, and policy systems 
contributing to the achievement of a world free of 
hunger and malnutrition. 
Mission: To build the capacity of organizations and 
individuals for policy research, analysis, design, and 
implementation in an effort to improve food policy in 
developing countries for improved food security and 
poverty reduction.

Definition

Capacity Strengthening is “the process through 
which individuals, organizations, and societies 
obtain, strengthen, and maintain capabilities to set 
and achieve their own development objectives over 
time.” 
—UNDP 
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the needs of its stakeholders, IFPRI will focus on 
strengthening the capacity of

 ▶ researchers and analysts to engage in evidence-
based analysis of food policies and subsequently 
identify problems, solutions, and shortcomings; 

 ▶ policy and research organizations and educa-
tional and regulatory institutions to conduct 
research; learn; and design, implement, and 
evaluate evidence-based policies and pro-
grams; and

 ▶ policy makers and development partners in the 
policy processes to make effective use of food 
policy research results. 

In addition, IFPRI will explore how to involve 
new actors and players in shaping develop-
ment polices through food policy research. This 
would require innovations in the current capacity 
strengthening approaches. 

IFPRI can strengthen both individuals’ and 
institutions’ capacity for policy research through 
its broad base of partners in developed and 
developing countries. Becoming a key player in 
capacity strengthening presents an opportunity 
for IFPRI to partner with other organizations to 
drive development through policy research capac-
ity. Bringing in new actors and incorporating new 
issues require innovative approaches to capacity 
strengthening, such as the use of information and 
communication technology (ICT) and e-learning. 
Accordingly, the strategic objectives of IFPRI’s ca-
pacity strengthening activities are listed below.

CAPACITY STRENGTHENING ACTIVITIES
Based on a recent impact evaluation of IFPRI’s 
capacity strengthening activities over the past 
30 years and an institute-wide survey of IFPRI 
researchers on strategic capacity strengthening 

FIGURE 1 Capacity strengthening process
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priorities, we identified the following five broad 
capacity strengthening activities:

1. Capacity strengthening through research and 
collaboration

2. Strengthening research and policy processes 
through thematic workshops and seminars

3. Individual and group training for food policy 
researchers in specialized methods 

4. Long-term efforts to strengthen institutional 
capacity

5. Policy courses and technical workshops to meet 
local capacity needs 

Each of these strategic priority activities are 
described below.

1 Capacity strengthening through 
research and collaboration

Collaborative research has been the institute’s pri-
mary instrument for strengthening local research 
capacity. IFPRI will encourage research collabora-
tion between its staff and partner institutions. In 
order to build the capacity of individual research-
ers, working visits to IFPRI headquarters in Wash-
ington, DC, will be encouraged. Co-authorship 
of research publications and early sharing of 

datasets with collaborators will also be encour-
aged to increase knowledge sharing. In addition 
to needs assessment for capacity strengthening, 
action research will generate evidence about the 
role of capacity strengthening in the development 
process, cost-effective methods for building capac-
ity, and the policy impacts of capacity strengthen-
ing. Developing country-level databases on food 
policy research capacity will be a key activity. 
Research on capacity as an input to achieve goals 
of economic growth and sustainable development 
will be pursued.  

2 Strengthening research and policy 
processes through thematic 

workshops and seminars 
As part of IFPRI’s capacity strengthening activi-
ties, thematic workshops and seminars will be 
organized as a way to gather valuable feedback 
on ongoing research results, disseminate infor-
mation, and increase policy influence. IFPRI will 
encourage and support the development of re-
search seminars to provide feedback to research-
ers and conduct policy seminars and discussions 
that engage the policy system on various the-
matic issues. These workshops and seminars will 
include all stakeholders—government, research-
ers, nongovernmental organizations, and the 
private sector—aiming to develop viable ways to 
build capacity and contribute to IFPRI’s mission. 
The thematic workshops and seminars will be 
designed to help researchers present findings and 
receive feedback on their work. 

3 Individual and group training 
for food policy researchers in 

specialized methods 
With the aim of building local capacity for policy 
analysis, design, and implementation, IFPRI’s 
capacity strengthening efforts encourage training 
and institution building in developing countries. 
This particularly holds true for areas in which IFPRI 
has a comparative advantage, such as the IMPACT 
model, computable general equibrium analysis, 
and impact evaluation, where the institute has 
built solid expertise. IFPRI also engages with a 
number of research institutes across the globe by 
providing insights on best practices for food policy 
research. 

Strategic objectives

 ▶ To provide research-based knowledge on the 
role, constraints, and mechanisms of capacity 
strengthening in food policy research, analysis, 
advocacy, education, and strategy development 
and implementation

 ▶ To design and implement capacity strengthening 
activities within IFPRI’s research divisions, CRPs, 
regional and country programs, and collaborating 
organizations to increase the impact of IFPRI’s 
research on the ground

 ▶ To develop the capacity of individuals, orga-
nizations, and policy systems through national, 
regional, and global collaborations so that they 
can effectively address food policy issues through 
research, analysis, communication, institutional 
transformation, and organizational management
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4 Long-term efforts to strengthen 
institutional capacity 

IFPRI will sign Memoranda of Understanding 
(MOUs) with at least five institutions, committing 
to serious institutional capacity strengthening, 
involving jointly designed plans for 2015–2020. 
This will contribute to its efforts to strengthen the 
capacity of local institutions. Long-term collabo-
ration through regular capacity strengthening 
activities has a high payoff for both the country 
and for IFPRI. On one hand, these partnerships 
will build the credibility of local researchers in the 
policy process and motivate evidence-based policy 
making. On the other hand, it will expand IFPRI’s 
country expertise and local knowledge base.

5 Policy courses and technical 
workshops to meet local 

capacity needs 
Policy courses related to food and agricultural 
issues will be offered through the research proj-
ects and the Country Strategy Support Programs 
(CSSPs) as needed. They are essential to making 
an impact on the ground, particularly in policy 
making related to food, agriculture, and natural 
resources, while simultaneously creating interna-
tional public goods. One of the best approaches 
to generating country-level impacts is to work 
with local collaborators on joint research, analy-
sis, and communications activities. A key feature 
of policy courses will be the use of research in 
evidence-based policy making to strengthen the 
capacity of local collaborators, policy researchers, 
and policy analysts.

CSSP researchers offer practical policy and ana-
lytical training to policy analysts in government 
institutions and upgrade the skills of research-
ers through collaborative training and research 
activities with think tanks. One of the capacity 
strengthening strategies that can be pursued 
through CSSPs is to develop long-term collabora-
tions with government institutions, research orga-
nizations, and university faculties. Through con-
tinuous collaboration with IFPRI, a cadre of policy 
researchers and policy analysts can be developed, 
which will further strengthen the research capac-
ity within a country. 

PATHWAYS FOR CAPACITY STRENGTHENING 
Based on the discussion above and key ele-
ments of capacity strengthening, IFPRI’s capacity 
strengthening strategy, summarized below, can 
be implemented to attain desired goals. 

The mission of IFPRI’s capacity strengthening 
activities is to develop capacity at the individual, 
organizational, and policy system levels; to main-
tain high research standards; and to ensure that 
high-quality research is disseminated and feeds 
into policy. This  can be narrowed down to specific 
operational objectives: encouraging research col-
laboration, monitoring IFPRI’s capacity building 
activities, and providing research-based knowl-
edge in the form of international public goods. 
The objectives are then translated to reflect the 
strategic priorities derived from IFPRI research-
ers’ survey results. These priorities are directed 
toward several groups in the policy ecosystem 
such as researchers, policy makers, universities, 
and community-based organizations. The focus 
on these strategic priorities should lead to more 
trained policy researchers, improved institutions, 
and higher quality policy research outputs. Over 

Key elements of capacity strengthening

1. Capacity needs assessment and interventions 
strategy design

2. Design and delivery of innovative learning mate-
rials and approaches

3. Development of CGIAR Research Programs’ and 
Country Strategy Support Programs’ capacity to 
partner 

4. Development of future research leaders through 
fellowships

5. Gender-sensitive approaches throughout capacity 
development

6. Institutional strengthening
7. Monitoring and evaluation (M&E) of capacity 

development
8. Organizational development
9. Research on capacity development
10.  Quality control

Source: Adapted from the Elements of Capacity 
Development provided in the CGIAR’s Capacity 
Development Framework (2015).
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time, these food policy research outputs should 
translate into outcomes such as a better global 
knowledge base, improved national research 
capacity, and increased impact due to institutions’ 
and individuals’ enhanced ability to address food 
policy issues.

The mechanism described will be accompanied 
by a set of indicators that measure all the inputs, 
outputs, outcomes, and impact. These indicators 
will help track IFPRI’s progress in achieving the ca-
pacity development objectives and mission, while 
also providing feedback for strategy revision. 

IMPLEMENTING THE 
CAPACITY STRENGTHENING 
STRATEGY
Based on the latest review of its capacity strength-
ening activities over the past 30 years, IFPRI has 
mainstreamed capacity strengthening activities 
into its research program agenda by creating the 
Capacity Strengthening Unit within the Director 
General’s Office (DGO). This reorganization was 
designed to ensure that capacity strengthening 
remains one of IFPRI’s key strategic objectives, 
while enhancing the institute’s productivity and 
impact on the ground. To successfully implement 
this strategy, IFPRI will offer staff incentives to in-
clude their capacity strengthening work in perfor-
mance evaluations. IFPRI will formally recognize 
such contributions to capacity strengthening.

The capacity strengthening strategy outlined 
here will be implemented at different levels in 
collaboration with IFPRI research divisions and 
their partners through the following activities:

1. Research on capacity strengthening approaches

2. Effective coordination of IFPRI’s capacity 
strengthening activities by the divisions, country 
programs, and regional offices

3. Effective coordination of IFPRI’s capacity 
strengthening activities with PIM, A4NH, and 
other CRPs

4. Monitoring and evaluation of IFPRI-wide capac-
ity strengthening activities

5. Collaboration with the CGIAR Capacity Develop-
ment Community of Practice

1 Research on capacity 
strengthening approaches 

IFPRI will engage in three types of capacity 
strengthening research:

 ▶ theoretical/conceptual research to better 
understand information flows and optimal 
levels of external development assistance in 
countries;

 ▶ empirical research and tool-building research 
such as the development of food policy research 
capacity indicators to help countries understand 
their research capacity strengths and weak-
nesses; and

 ▶ action research including impact assessments; 
organizational studies of outreach, research, 
policy, and extension systems; analyses of 
monitoring and evaluation systems; and case 
studies on institutional reforms and policy 
processes.

2 Effective coordination of IFPRI’s 
capacity strengthening activities 

by divisions, country programs, and 
regional offices
IFPRI’s capacity strengthening efforts aim to en-
hance strategic collaboration across all IFPRI divi-
sions, and regional and country offices. This will be 
done by organizing activities to provide guidance 
on capacity strengthening approaches and materi-
als. It will involve developing learning materials 
in collaboration with researchers and communica-
tions experts within and outside IFPRI. Efforts will 
be made to create global public goods in order 
to increase the impact of capacity strengthening 
within IFPRI and its external partners.

Strategy summary

IFPRI aims to improve the knowledge base on the role 
of capacity strengthening for food policy; to increase 
capacity for evidence-based policy making; and to 
increase the impact of food policy research through its 
research, outreach, capacity strengthening, and com-
munications activities.
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3 Effective coordination of IFPRI’s 
capacity strengthening activities 

with PIM, A4NH, and other CRPs
IFPRI is well positioned to provide strategic link-
ages to other CGIAR centers through the CRPs. The 
impact of CGIAR centers depends on strong na-
tional systems of agricultural policy and research. 
Thus, while collaborating with other CGIAR centers 
to strengthen their capacity for research, organi-
zation, and management, monitoring and evalu-
ation, and impact assessment, IFPRI will simulta-
neously endeavor to strengthen the individual, 
organizational, institutional, and policy capacities 
of national systems.

As part of the development and implementa-
tion of the CRP research programs, IFPRI will en-
gage with and identify a set of capacity strength-
ening strategic activities that can enhance the 
impact of the CRPs in developing countries. These 
activities will strengthen capacities in one of four 
ways: individual skill-building (such as training 
sessions, graduate school curriculum development, 
and conferences); institutional development 
(such as regulatory processes, national laws, and 
policies); organizational strengthening (through 
restructuring or development of specific research, 
policy, or analytical units within governments); 
and policy process enhancement (by initiating, 
advising, or supporting food-security-oriented 
committees and task forces). 

The outputs of the CRP capacity strengthen-
ing activities and strategic collaborations with 
international organizations will include learning 
materials and case studies that will become global 
public goods and have a ripple effect through 
learning and higher-education programs. A cen-
tral repository will be developed to build a capac-
ity strengthening knowledge base that includes 
the learning materials produced by the CRPs 
and individual divisions. Identifying opportuni-
ties to develop learning materials in light of new 
research, value addition, and joint production of 
the learning materials through interdivisional col-
laboration is essential. 

The CRPs will be implemented in three collabor-
ative stages. In the early stage, researchers will de-
vote time to identifying and organizing capacity 
strengthening activities within a research theme. 
During the implementation stage, the theme 
leaders and outreach teams will facilitate capac-
ity strengthening activities. During the last stage 

of the research program, efforts will focus on 
generating long-lasting global public goods that 
effectively strengthen policy research and decision 
making capacities in developing countries. These 
educational materials will be based on research 
results; their use by other organizations involved 
in capacity development will further extend their 
impact. In addition to the IFPRI-led CRPs, efforts 
will be made to contribute to other CRPs through 
research and outreach activities. 

4 Monitoring and evaluation 
of IFPRI-wide capacity 

strengthening activities
IFPRI recognizes that its mission of making food 
policy research a global public good depends 
on its ability to strengthen the capacity of its 
research users by engaging, training, and dem-
onstrating through practical examples. IFPRI also 
sees clear communications as essential to achiev-
ing food security and reducing poverty. Indica-
tors should therefore be developed to show how 
much learning occurred, how much knowledge 
increased, the number of those informed in-
creased, technical information was available and 
used, and technical information influenced policy. 
To ensure that appropriate and necessary internal 
mechanisms and processes are in place, a monitor-
ing and evaluation plan and performance indica-
tors will be developed to support this strategy 
and track outputs and outcomes of IFPRI’s capacity 
strengthening efforts. The capacity strengthening 
component of IFPRI’s medium-term plan contains 
a summary of impact pathways that could serve as 
the starting point for assessing performance. 

Monitoring and evaluation of IFPRI’s capacity 
strengthening activities will serve two major func-
tions. First, it will serve as a learning tool to help 
make on-course corrections during the implemen-
tation of  medium-term plan goals. Second, the 
information gathered as part of the monitoring 
exercise will be useful in evaluating the process, 
as well as documenting the outputs and impacts 
of the capacity strengthening activities. 

5 Collaboration with the CGIAR 
Capacity Development 

Community of Practice
IFPRI’s initiative to collaborate with the CGIAR Ca-
pacity Development Community of Practice (Cap
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This revised Capacity Strengthening Strategy identifies a set of objectives and activities that 
are in line with IFPRI’s broader strategy and outlines a plan for carrying out these activities. The 
strategy is a living document and will change to reflect changes in IFPRI and CGIAR strategies. It 
treats capacity strengthening activities at IFPRI as a set of strategic opportunities to help make 
an impact on poverty, malnutrition, and hunger reduction through evidence-based policy mak-
ing. IFPRI is expected to continue to play a vital role in the CGIAR Research Programs and provide 
system-wide support toward efforts to strengthen policy research, analytical capacity, and com-
munications within and outside of CGIAR.

Dev CoP) will continue. The CapDev CoP aims 
to enhance the impact of CGIAR research and 
outreach by providing ongoing guidance and 
support to the CRPs. The CoP coordinates capacity 
development knowledge sharing across the CGIAR 
system and shares experiences and lessons at the 
individual, organizational, and institutional levels. 
The key elements of best practices for capacity 
strengthening identified by CoP (see box on page 
5) will guide the implementation of IFPRI’s capac-
ity development strategy. 

Capacity strengthening plays a significant role 
in enhancing the impact of agriculture and food 
policies and countries’ ability to reach develop-
ment targets. With improved knowledge, skills, 
and abilities, developing country institutions and 

individuals will be better able to overcome key 
policy challenges related to food, nutrition, agri-
culture, natural resources, and poverty. Through 
capacity strengthening activities in various devel-
oping countries in Africa, Asia, and Latin America, 
IFPRI has developed strong partnerships with 
regional and national level institutions for agricul-
tural research and development. With specific pri-
orities and strategic approaches, IFPRI’s impact on 
capacity development can be further improved.
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