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CELEBRATING THE IFPRI-WFP PARTNERSHIP 
More than two decades of strong partnership between the World Food Programme (WFP) and the 

International Food Policy Research Institute (IFPRI) began with a shared goal of creating more effective and 

efficient food aid distribution systems. Our work helped improve the delivery of essential food aid to the 

most vulnerable in times of crisis, inform decisions to administer food or cash transfers using sound evidence, 

and strengthen evidence-based policy making by developing information systems and networks for food 

security. Over time, the collaboration moved toward designing social protection programs that use food and 

cash transfers to improve nutrition for the poor. More recently, our partnership has contributed to helping 

vulnerable people become more resilient to shocks and crises and to moving countries toward pathways of 

long-term growth, prosperity, and Zero Hunger. This brochure presents highlights of the IFPRI-WFP partnership.

Guided by the Sustainable Development Goals, we look forward to deeper engagements in the years to come 

in our mutual quest to assure a world free of hunger and malnutrition.

Shenggen Fan Ertharin Cousin

Director General, IFPRI Executive Director, WFP

Ertharin Cousin, executive director of WFP, expressed the value and impact that IFPRI’s work 

and partnership have had in ensuring food and nutrition security in a video message for 

IFPRI’s 40th Anniversary event in 2015. She stated, “The world is a better place today thanks 

to IFPRI’s revolutionary research, IFPRI’s effective data analysis, and [its] work, indeed, 

helped shape the global food security and nutrition agenda.”

Improving Food Distribution in Bangladesh
One of WFP and IFPRI’s earliest collaborations was in Bangladesh. In the 1990s, the country suffered food short-

ages caused by natural disasters and crop failures. In response, WFP and other donors supplied food for the 

government of Bangladesh to distribute. However, with growing concerns that food aid was not reaching the most 

vulnerable, WFP called on IFPRI in 2003 to examine the source of food aid “leakages.” IFPRI’s evaluation revealed 

large inefficiencies in transport, weighing processes, and grain distribution, which accounted for the loss of 

8 percent of grain in the distribution system. The evaluation also revealed substantial delays—grain took an aver-

age of nine months to reach those in need. To alleviate these problems, IFPRI recommended targeted monetary 

allocations to improve transportation and distribution, to put accurate, tamper-proof weighing equipment at dis-

tribution sites, and to establish regular monitoring by WFP and the government of Bangladesh to ensure beneficia-

ries receive good quality rations. In 2006, the government implemented IFPRI’s recommendations and established 

a technical committee to monitor progress. The evidence generated by the IFPRI-WFP partnership allowed the 

government to reduce leakage and improve food security for the most vulnerable.
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ar9yJDCv4Zw&feature=youtu.be


Rethinking Food Aid  
to Reach the Poor

In the mid-2000s, as WFP shifted its focus toward 

various types of transfers, especially cash transfers, and 

their impact, it partnered with IFPRI again to evaluate 

which type of transfer—cash, food, or a combination—

is most effective in putting food on the table for the 

poor. IFPRI examined four of Bangladesh’s largest 

social protection programs, which together covered 

more than 830,000 beneficiaries with 3.7 million 

family members. IFPRI found that cash transfers were 

preferred by the ultra-poor, had virtually no delivery 

cost, and increased women’s empowerment. 

In the midst of an international debate over whether 

food or cash transfers were more effective in 

reaching the poor, WFP and IFPRI presented valuable 

evidence to inform “subsequent action on the 

important issue of how to reduce extreme poverty 

in Bangladesh,” according to the UK Department for 

International Development. In 2007, IFPRI’s findings 

and recommendations were used by the government 

of Bangladesh to formulate policies and strategies for 

its 2009 Poverty Reduction Strategy (PRS). The 2009 

PRS placed great emphasis on expansion of social 

protection programs for the ultra-poor, including 

approaches targeted toward employment generation. 

Ever innovating, WFP sought to identify how food, 

cash, and vouchers could further improve livelihoods 

in countries beyond Bangladesh. So IFPRI conducted 

the first rigorous evaluation of cash, food, and voucher 

transfers using an experimental design to assess impact. 

It looked at four WFP pilot projects in Ecuador, Niger, 

Uganda, and Yemen to understand the impact of the 

different transfers on dietary patterns, human capital, 

domestic violence, and marriage. IFPRI’s research results 

showed that the effectiveness of each transfer modality 

depends heavily on contextual factors such as severity 

of food insecurity. They also pointed out the need 

to balance increasing not only the quantity of food 

available but the nutritional quality of diet. Three out 

of four pilot projects (Ecuador, Uganda, and Yemen) 

saw a relatively larger improvement in dietary diversity 

through cash transfers, whereas food transfers had a 

larger impact on dietary diversity in Niger. 

WFP drew on IFPRI’s evaluation, supported by the IFPRI-

led CGIAR Research Program on Policies, Institutions, 

and Markets (PIM), to rethink and redefine its 

programming and strategic plans. Since 2008, WFP has 

increased the use of cash and vouchers significantly, 

crediting IFPRI with providing the evidence needed to 

argue more rigorously and convincingly for a needs-

based, context-specific approach to selection of transfer 

modalities. In Ecuador, WFP is now providing electronic 

cards and credits to vulnerable families with young 

children, conditional on attending monthly nutrition 

training. In addition, IFPRI’s research findings had 

operational impact on WFP activities in Ecuador. WFP 

shifted resources away from food transfers to increase 

its capacity to administer cash and voucher transfers. 

IFPRI’s research on cash, food, and voucher transfers 

provided evidence that WFP used to improve its 

programs for reducing food insecurity and improving 

the well-being of vulnerable people around the world.  
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http://pim.cgiar.org/
http://pim.cgiar.org/
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From Consumption to Nutrition

By 2010, the collaboration between WFP and IFPRI 

broadened beyond food security—defined by the 

United Nations as access to sufficient, safe, and 

nutritious food for a healthy life—to encompass 

nutrition security—defined as having sufficient 

quantity and quality of food to meet dietary needs 

and food preferences.  This wider scope was driven 

by the understanding that physically and mentally 

healthy people are more resilient to shocks and are 

more productive—essential ingredients to overcoming 

poverty. The body of evidence on using transfers to 

improve nutrition, produced by IFPRI in collaboration 

with WFP, helped identify transfers as instruments for 

improving child nutrition and potentially breaking the 

cycle of poverty. 

In 2012, IFPRI, WFP, and Egypt’s Central Agency for 

Public Mobilization and Statistics, with support from 

the IFPRI-led CGIAR Research Program on Policies, 

Institutions, and Markets (PIM), examined the 

country’s nutrition situation and food subsidy program. 

Egypt had suffered a succession of crises that led to 

worsening poverty and food insecurity: 13.7 million 

people were living in poverty by 2011, with more and 

more children becoming undernourished. And in the 

face of increasing poverty, the Egyptian government’s 

food subsidy program led households to consume 

cheap and calorie-dense foods, contributing to the 

double burden of malnutrition: obesity and stunting. 

The joint report on the food subsidy program, Tackling 

Egypt’s Rising Food Insecurity in a Time of Transition, 

identified specific program reforms to better address 

malnutrition and poverty. In 2013, policy makers and 

stakeholders convened a workshop to discuss the 

findings and develop an action plan. A year later, the 

Egyptian government enacted significant reforms 

to the food subsidy program—the evaluation had 

catalyzed an evidence-based policy-making process to 

reduce obesity and stunting in Egypt.

At the same time, IFPRI’s Bangladesh Policy Research 

and Strategy Support Program and WFP launched the 

Transfer Modality Research Initiative (TMRI)—a pilot 

program with an experimental design that looked at 

the impacts of five types of social protection transfers 

on income, food security, and child nutrition in 

Bangladesh. To evaluate different transfer approaches, 

4,000 ultra-poor women and their 21,600 family 

members received substantial benefits from 2012 to 

2014 in the form of cash, food, a combination of cash 

and food, or a combination of either cash or food with 

nutrition education. 

"IFPRI and WFP designed an  
initiative that successfully reduced 

child stunting in Bangladesh  
by 7.3 percent—three times  

the national average."
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http://www.ifpri.org/publication/tackling-egypt%E2%80%99s-rising-food-insecurity-time-transition
http://www.ifpri.org/publication/tackling-egypt%E2%80%99s-rising-food-insecurity-time-transition
https://www.ifpri.org/program/bangladesh-policy-research-and-strategy-support-program
https://www.ifpri.org/program/bangladesh-policy-research-and-strategy-support-program
https://clinicaltrials.gov/ct2/show/NCT02237144


IFPRI’s assessment, supported by PIM, showed that 

giving cash to the poor was not enough to change 

behavior. Nutrition education was also needed to 

improve children’s nutrition. In fact, WFP and IFPRI 

designed an initiative that successfully reduced child 

stunting in Bangladesh by 7.3 percent—three times the 

national average. To scale up this pilot program, the 

government of Bangladesh formed an inter-ministerial 

Technical Committee with representatives from nine 

ministries, IFPRI, and WFP. Findings from the TMRI will 

support the Bangladeshi government in streamlining 

the national safety-net system and strengthening a 

national social protection strategy, moving it closer to 

its goal of eliminating malnutrition and poverty. 

Addressing Crises

Devastating crises arising out of natural disasters and 

violence exacerbate food insecurity for a large number 

of people in developing countries. To address this cause 

of hunger and malnutrition, WFP and IFPRI turned their 

attention to building the poor’s resilience to shocks. 

After a tsunami hit Sri Lanka in 2004, WFP faced the 

challenge of administering one of the largest cash 

transfer initiatives ever. Moreover, the Sri Lankan gov-

ernment had concerns about completely substituting 

cash for food transfers. In response, WFP and the gov-

ernment designed a pilot program that provided either 

cash or food to the 1 million people affected. IFPRI  

was invited to compare the two aid types and their 

impacts on recipients’ food and livelihood security and 

on the local economy. IFPRI’s evaluation found that 

cash transfers were successful in increasing dietary 

diversity and reached the poor more quickly because 

local banks already had the capacity to distribute cash 

efficiently. The study provided concrete evidence that 

cash transfers, under certain conditions, are more 

effective in times of crisis, supporting WFP’s use of cash 

transfers. Based on the success of this project, WFP con-

tracted IFPRI a year later to evaluate the WFP Cash and 

Food for Livelihoods Pilot in the Machinga and Chikawa 

districts in Malawi using a similar research approach. 

IFPRI found that cash transfers increased food con-

sumption and diet diversity. However, cash transfers 

can potentially be more costly to administer in these 

districts than food aid during the lean season. Because 

the local market is not integrated with the interna-

tional market, at times local food prices can exceed 

the costs for WFP to procure food in the international 

market for distribution. 

Violence and conflict are also threats to food security 

in developing countries, which was the case in Libe-

ria in the 1980s and 1990s. But in 2006, the Liberian 

people elected a new government that raised hopes of 

curbing violence, human rights abuses, and economic 

mismanagement. In an attempt to bring stability and 
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spur development in Liberia, the new government 

partnered with the WFP Liberia Country Office and 

IFPRI in 2007 to develop a national framework centered 

on achieving food security and improving nutrition 

for all Liberian households. IFPRI’s collaboration with 

WFP-Liberia and the government yielded the first Food 

Security and Nutrition Strategy (FSNS) for Liberia, which 

was approved and enacted by the government in 2008. 

Today, this framework remains one of the two principal 

policy documents guiding public investments, action 

on food and agriculture, and nutrition intervention in 

Liberia. The FSNS also helped set priorities for the coun-

try’s first full Poverty Reduction Strategy—the master 

development framework for Liberia.

Strengthening Data, 
Knowledge, and Capacity 

Sound research-based evidence about increasing food 

and nutrition security underpinned WFP and IFPRI’s 

successes in informing policy making and program-

ming. However, many developing countries do not have 

access to timely and accurate data or have capacity for 

rigorous research. To fill these gaps, WFP and IFPRI are 

now partnering to support policy makers by developing 

much-needed data, platforms, and tools. 

Established at the request of the G20 Agriculture 

Ministers in 2011, the Agricultural Market Information 

System (AMIS) is an inter-agency online resource that 

encourages major players in agrifood markets to share 

data, best practices, and methodologies across the 

main producing, consuming, and exporting countries of 

four important crops: maize, rice, soybeans, and wheat. 

Its secretariat is housed at the Food and Agriculture 

Organization of the United Nations (FAO), and it is 

formed by the following international organizations: 

FAO, Group on Earth Observations Global Agricultural 

Monitoring Initiative, IFPRI, International Fund for 

Agricultural Development, International Grains Council, 

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Develop-

ment, United Nations Conference on Trade and Devel-

opment, United Nations High-level Task Force on the 

Food Security Crisis, World Bank, WFP, and World Trade 

Organization. IFPRI contributes its economic modeling 

expertise to assess the effects of future prices on cash 

prices, price transmission from international to local 

markets, and price volatility. WFP provides staff to the 

Secretariat to help inform AMIS outputs by monitor-

ing and analyzing market conditions to estimate the 

transmission effects of international price shocks to 

local communities.
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http://www.foodsecurityportal.org/liberia/government-liberias-food-security-and-nutrition-strategies
http://www.foodsecurityportal.org/liberia/government-liberias-food-security-and-nutrition-strategies
http://www.amis-outlook.org/
http://www.amis-outlook.org/


In 2012, FAO, WFP, and IFPRI launched the Food  

Security Information Network (FSIN)—a global initia-

tive to strengthen food and nutrition security informa-

tion systems that produce reliable and accurate data 

to guide analysis and decision making. FSIN comprises 

a network of practitioners sharing information; har-

monized sets of indicators, methods, and tools; and 

courses and training, which together enhance capaci-

ties globally. Today, FSIN has over 1,000 members from 

nearly 100 countries, who share their expertise and 

knowledge in food and nutrition security, data, and 

analysis. Several important outputs that promote 

the adoption of best practices and provide innova-

tive knowledge continue to be produced and shared 

through FSIN. FSIN and AMIS helped inform the action 

plans of the G20 in France (2011), Mexico (2012), and 

Australia (2014). IFPRI engaged actively through the 

Resilience Measurement Technical Working Group, 

which was established to secure consensus on how to 

measure and promote resilience. 

Looking Forward

Since its founding in 1961, WFP, according to its 

Strategic Plan, has striven “to ensure that no child 

goes to bed hungry and that the poorest and most 

vulnerable, particularly women and children, can access 

the nutritious food they need.” Over those years, WFP 

and IFPRI have joined hands to provide the expertise 

and capacity for cutting-edge research toward this goal. 

Together, WFP and IFPRI have confronted challenges 

and injected new ideas into policies and programs that 

aim to increase food security for the poorest, improve 

nutrition, make programs and strategies effective 

during crises, provide access to sound food and 

nutrition information, and measure and strengthen 

resilience. This partnership evolved from identifying 

gaps in food distribution systems to understanding the 

impact of transfers and food policy on nutrition and 

poverty reduction. 

Looking forward, the shared objective stated under 

Sustainable Development Goal 2—to end hunger, 

achieve food security, and improve nutrition—will 

continue to guide the IFPRI-WFP partnership. The  

two organizations are working together through 

various platforms, including Compact2025, an  

IFPRI-led initiative for ending hunger and 

undernutrition by 2025. WFP’s executive director 

currently serves as a member of the Compact2025 

Leadership Council. Further, WFP and IFPRI are working 

together at the national level to address countries’ 

unique food and nutrition security challenges. Together, 

the two organizations will continue to innovate in 

areas that are key to food and nutrition security in the 

years to come.
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About IFPRI
The International Food Policy Research Institute  

(IFPRI), established in 1975, provides research-based 

policy solutions to sustainably reduce poverty and 

end hunger and malnutrition. The Institute conducts 

research, communicates results, optimizes partnerships, 

and builds capacity to ensure sustainable production,  

promote healthy food systems, improve markets and 

trade, transform agriculture, build resilience, and  

strengthen institutions and governance. Gender 

is considered in all of the Institute’s work. IFPRI 

collaborates with partners around the world, including 

development implementers, public institutions, the 

private sector, and farmers’ organizations.

About WFP

The World Food Programme is the world's largest 

humanitarian agency fighting hunger worldwide.  

Born in 1961, WFP pursues a vision of the world in 

which every man, woman, and child has access at all 

times to the food needed for an active and healthy 

life. WFP works toward that vision with our sister 

UN agencies in Rome—the Food and Agriculture 

Organization (FAO) and the International Fund for 

Agricultural Development (IFAD)—as well as other 

government, UN, and NGO partners. On average, 

WFP reaches more than 80 million people with food 

assistance in 82 countries each year.
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