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The One CGIAR research strategy for 2030 covers a lot of ground and clearly is a 
challenging and ambitious undertaking. Within SPIAs responsibility for providing rigorous, 
evidence-based and independent strategic advice to the CGIAR System, SPIA appreciates 
the focus of managing research for impact. Given SPIAs mandate to provide advice on (i) 
efficient and effective impact assessment methods and practices, and (ii) on innovative 
ways to improve knowledge and capacity on how research contributes to development 
outcomes, this note shares SPIAs comments and suggestions that specifically focus on 
part 3 of the research strategy on managing research for impact. We purposely aimed at 
keeping the set of comments relatively short to convey the main points. We hence 
refrain from providing sentence-by-sentence comments, but instead propose to directly 
engage in the next steps of the process to help flesh out the more specific implications 
for the plans and modalities to implement the research strategy. 

Main points 

1) The research strategy signals a strong focus on impacts at scale.  But the current
strategy mis-characterizes and underestimates the role impact assessment
research can play to achieve impacts at scale in the various areas.

To maximize the possibilities to achieve impacts, impact assessment research
cannot be seen as an afterthought, to be conducted at the end of a linear
process as Figure 4 (as well Figure 2), seem to suggest. Instead, managing
research for impact can better be represented by a circular process, with impact
assessment research needed for rigorous learning and for testing of assumptions
underlying Theories of Change (ToCs), throughout all the steps following the
foundational research.

- When innovations are ready to be tested with users, impact assessment studies
with rigorous counterfactuals are needed to test the assumptions underlying the
ToC and to estimate whether and to what extent the anticipated impacts
materialize in the real world. Pathways to impact are likely affected by many
internal and external constraints and there often can be unanticipated factors
and behavioral responses that increase or decrease impacts. Such real-world
impacts cannot be easily predicted from on-farm research (Laajaj et al, 2020),
but require rigorous construction of counterfactuals through Randomized
Control Trials (RCTs) or related methods, as part of the stage gated process

https://cas.cgiar.org/spia/news/message-spia-chair-learning-impact-studies
https://cas.cgiar.org/spia/news/message-spia-chair-learning-impact-studies
https://cas.cgiar.org/spia/news/message-spia-chair-learning-impact-studies
https://cas.cgiar.org/spia/news/message-spia-chair-learning-impact-studies
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41598-020-71155-y


2 

illustrated in Figure 4. For similar reasons, other initiatives that invest in 
development innovations rely on rigorous real-world tests before scaling 
(Kremer et al, 2019) 

- When innovations are deemed ready for scaling, there are many potential
delivery mechanisms and/or pathways and mechanisms that could be
considered to achieve this. Impact assessment research can help inform the
strategy to follow by testing different mechanisms for scaling, accounting in
particular for the nature and expected impacts of the innovations.  Innovations
implying large externalities or spinoffs, for instance, may need an approach that
explicitly accounts for such externalities (e.g. by compensating farmers for social
benefits generated from the innovations they adopt), while innovations with
large private benefits may be more straightforwardly scaled through the private
sector. Impact assessment research then directly contributes by testing and
comparing alternative “strategies for scaling” (~ Figure 4).

- When innovations are believed to have scaled, tracking carefully adoption at
scale (both in terms of overall adoption rates, but also who and where adoption
occurs) is needed to compare reality with assumptions made in the ToC (See e.g.
SPIAs forthcoming Ethiopia synthesis report). Adoption cannot be simply
assumed (the research strategy largely seems to ignore that), and causal
evidence on the possible constraints to adoption will be required to help target
new research efforts as well as complementary public policies. Such hard
evidence on adoption is needed to complement ex-ante demand
analysis/assessment, product profiles, and diagnostics of partners’ needs
referenced in the document.

- When evidence exists of adoption at scale, rigorous impact evidence is needed
to test whether it delivers the anticipated impacts across the different impact
areas, as well as to trace dynamics on the long term (including possible dis-
adoption). While Figure 4 envisages a declining role for CGIAR as innovations
scale, mechanisms to generate impact evidence will still need to be invested in,
and put in place, if such impacts are to be even plausibly attributed to CGIAR.

As such, impact assessment research should become an integral part of the stage gating 
process, with feedback mechanism looping back into the previous steps, so that results 
can help guide future research efforts. Importantly this includes a) results from adoption 
and/or impact among intended users; b) results on the lack of adoption or impacts; as 
well as c) evidence related to possible unexpected (positive or negative) impacts.1 In 
such a framework, rigorous impact assessment research showing zero or negative 
results becomes a positive indicator of an innovation system that works, avoiding 
conscious or unconscious biases in the impact assessment research. This implies 

1 See related discussion and examples of such approaches in Stevenson et al (2019) on farm-
level NRM; and discussions on the contribution of early-stage impact assessments in the scaling 
of bio-fortified crops, or livestock insurance policy research. 

https://scholar.harvard.edu/files/kremer/files/sror_div_19.12.13.pdf
https://cas.cgiar.org/spia/news/can-diffusion-strategies-adapted-characteristics-cgiar-innovations-enhance-and-sustain
https://cas.cgiar.org/spia/publications/shining-brighter-light-comprehensive-evidence-adoption-and-diffusion-cgiar
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S2211912418301056
https://www.harvestplus.org/what-we-do/evidence
https://slideplayer.com/slide/17358959/
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integration of impact assessment research in the key implementation elements 
highlighted for the 10 strategic directions on page 36 and 37.  

2) Much more precision is needed regarding which metrics will be tracked systematically
(and how) and which ones will require targeted investments in impact assessment
research with rigorous counterfactuals. To do so, it will be important to:

o Be realistic about which impacts can be rigorously measured in the
relevant time frames and at what level.
 On a related point, it is unclear how the quantitative 2030 targets

were calculated and how the system is planning to account for
them. More precision on methods and metrics would seem
important before committing to specific targets.

o Not leave reporting on “impact” in the realm of the M&E community,
since M&E systems are designed to establish the facts, and hence
automatically do not account for the counterfactuals. M&E tools are,
however, very well suited to report on outputs. Reporting on large scale
impacts will requires investment in rigorous IA combined with careful
tracking of adoption, see SPIA 2020). That said, more is needed to assure
that the M&E systems are set up so they can provide the necessary
information regarding where, when and how scaling efforts occurred, key
information to feed into the design of large scale impact studies. 

o Have a careful plan for rigorously measuring impact with state-of-the-art
methods as a key feature of CGIAR projects that goes beyond the
foundational research stage (bullet points on page 39).

The strategy document fails to distinguish between outputs that can be systematically 
tracked, and impacts, which require careful research that permits an assessment of 
attributable impacts. In doing so, the document risks the system promising more than it 
can deliver, as it will lead to a list of “impact” targets that cannot be shown credibly 
afterwards. Measuring impact is not a “counting beans” exercise, and indeed it is 
impossible to infer anything about impacts from a systematic tracking of users reached 
(or attempted to be reached), which we assume is what is meant on page 40. Impacts in 
the real-world depend on the interactions of the innovations with many external factors 
as well as behavioral adjustments by farmers, which cannot be simply assumed away or 
approximated by models, but can be understood through rigorous impact research. 
Such impact evidence has become the benchmark in the development policy world, and 
is the standard many of the funders of CGIAR rightly expect (Stevenson et al, 2018). It is 
important for the CGIAR to signal through this document that as a science organization, 
it embraces the most scientifically-validated and rigorous methods, and expects to 
contribute to developing state-of-the-art research in all aspects of its work, including 
impact assessment.  

https://cas.cgiar.org/sites/default/files/pdf/SPIA%20Technical%20Note%208.pdf
https://cas.cgiar.org/spia/news/building-portfolio-impact-studies-accountability-and-learning
https://cas.cgiar.org/spia/news/building-portfolio-impact-studies-accountability-and-learning
https://cas.cgiar.org/sites/default/files/pdf/ispc_synthesis_study_rigor_revolution_cgiar.pdf
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Such an approach will require strengthening capacity and use of Impact Assessment 
research as an integral part of the OneCGIAR research strategy (and the related 
decisions on the optimal institutional set up, HR and funding allocations to enable such 
work). 

3) SPIA generally agrees that the CGIAR has a strong track record on impacts in certain
domains, but at the same time wants to highlight that credible evidence of impact in a
number of the impact areas is limited to date. We highlight here that the lack of
rigorous evidence on some of the impact areas does not necessarily mean that such
impacts don't exist at large scale, but rather that more rigorous impact research is
needed to credibly document those impacts. Moreover, we recommend that the
OneCGIAR strategy only uses rigorous impact evidence based on credible
counterfactuals (defensible assumptions) to support claims about the track record on
impacts (such as the evidence summarized in SPIA 2019 or SPIA SC 9 presentation). We
have shared the most recent summary of such evidence-to-date with the co-stewards of
TAG 2 (see annex for easy reference).

https://cas.cgiar.org/sites/default/files/pdf/results_synthesis-siac_0.pdf
https://storage.googleapis.com/cgiarorg/2019/11/e6acb6fc-presentation-spia-chair.pdf
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Annex: SPIA suggestions for box on CGIAR track record – in reply to request of co-stewards 
TAG2. 

Evidence of CGIAR outcomes & impacts compiled by the Standing Panel on Impact Assessment 
(SPIA) 
A recent set of rigorous impact assessment studies implemented under the Strengthening the 
Impact Assessment Capacity of CGIAR (SIAC) program provided evidence of CGIAR outcomes 
and impacts at scale. It documented adoption at scale of cassava, potato, lentil, beans, fish and 
tropical forages technologies, and agroforestry and natural resource management innovations 
in the context of long-term development programs (SPIA, 2019). Rigorous quasi-experimental 
impact studies furthermore show that worldwide the adoption of modern varieties between 
1960 and 2010, associated with CGIAR contributions, increased aggregate yield growth resulting 
in a contribution to GDP per capita growth of 50 percentage points (in part through structural 
transformation, Gollin et al, 2018), and a substantial reduction of long-term infant mortality (3-5 
million infant deaths averted per year) (Fishman et al. 2017). Rigorous impact results on infant 
mortality declines resulting from HYV in India further show that impacts were concentrated on 
rural and low-caste children (Bharadwaj et al, 2020). 

Positive impacts on health and nutrition outcomes have also been demonstrated for more 
recent bio-fortification innovations by integrating the impact research throughout the different 
steps program cycle – discovery, pilot, scale. A set of efficacy and effectiveness studies has 
documented impacts of sweetpotato vine distribution on vitamin A intake and increased 
immunity, with impacts persisting after several years (Hotz et al, 2012a,b; Jones and de Brauw, 
2015, de Brauw et al, 2018, de Brauw et al, 2019). Evidence on large-scale adoption is 
accumulating for iron beans in Rwanda and Zimbabwe, yellow cassava in Nigeria and orange 
flesh sweetpotato in various African countries, and delivery at scale of biofortified crops is being 
tracked through M&E systems (Asare-Marfo et al, 2016, HarvestPlus M&E team, 2018; 
HarvestPlus M&E team, 2019). The existing evidence is being complemented by studies 
designed to document impacts at scale and learning studies aiming to test assumptions along 
the impact pathways of biofortification. 

Although many CGIAR natural resource and environmental impacts remain undocumented, SPIA 
studies point to some evidence of environmental gains (SPIA, 2019). Two large development 
projects informed by CGIAR research showed an increase in tree coverage in Kenya (Hughes et 
al, 2020) and a reduction in the rate of loss of natural forest in Guinea (Mills et al, 2017) A 
number of rigorous impact studies also documented impacts of CGIAR innovations in helping 
farmers adapt to climate change. Index-Based Livestock Insurance, now covering more than 
300,000 cattle equivalents in northern Kenya and Ethiopia, has showed positive impacts on 
preserving productive assets and improving farmers’ wellbeing after severe drought, and the 
scheme has a largely positive benefit:cost ratio (Janzen and Carter, 2013, Chantarat et al. 2018, 
Jensen et al. 2017, Bageant and Barret, 2017).  In Zimbabwe, conservation agriculture was found 
to mitigate yield losses under abnormally high or low rainfall, even if it held no advantage during 
periods of average rainfall when compared to conventional agriculture (Michler et al, 2018). In 
contrast, flood tolerant rice in India reduced downside risk and increased yields including during 
non-flood years, as farmers crowded in other inputs (Emerick et al, 2016). Alternate wetting and 
drying (AWD) rice technologies did not show an impact on yields, income and water use in The 
Philippines and Bangladesh without an accompanying policy change (Rejesus et al. 2017, 
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Chakraworty et al. 2019). However, once the price for water was accounted for, AWD adoption 
increased in areas with higher water cost (Chakraworty et al. 2019). 

Most of the rigorous evidence of impact on these climate adaptation strategies was obtained 
prior to their scale up, allowing not only to make the case for scale-up, but also for the scale-up 
strategies to incorporate lessons learned regarding targeting and complementary policies. 
Indeed, evidence suggests that smallholders are often reluctant to adopt NRM practices 
(Stevenson et al, 2019). Further early-stage impact assessments can help adapt strategies for 
successfully scaling up of these innovations and are key to track farmers’ behavioral responses 
and remaining constraints in real-world settings that can both amplify or limit anticipated 
impacts. 
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