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Foreword

Over its lifetime, the Consultative Group on International Agricultural Research (CGIAR) has invested 40% 
of its resources on research and capacity strengthening of agriculture in sub-Saharan Africa (SSA). While 
there are differing impressions of the impact of this investment on the livelihoods, health and prosperity 
of Africans, there has been no consensus on the issue, nor has a systematic, analytical attempt been made 
to obtain a clearer picture of the overall impact of the CGIAR in the region. Various stakeholders urged 
the Science Council’s Standing Panel on Impact Assessment (SPIA) to do a more quantitative assessment 
of the impact of CGIAR investment in SSA as a follow-up to an earlier desk study of available evidence of 
such impacts (Gryseels and Groenewold, 2001). Mywish Maredia (team leader) and David Raitzer were 
contracted to undertake the study. 

This study follows the meta-analysis process, and adopts the same general objectives that guided the meta-
analysis of overall CGIAR costs and benefits by Raitzer (2003). The study is a form of break-even analysis 
that asks the question, “Can the benefits estimated in the limited number of credible impact assessments 
available to date justify the entire expenditure of the CGIAR in SSA?” If the answer is negative but benefits 
remain unquantified, there is a need to search for additional credible evidence of benefits. If the answer is 
positive, there is less need to search for additional evidence of benefits from an accountability perspective, 
but there is still a need for more assessments to be made across the full range of research and research-
related activities to help inform future priorities. 

Based on the review of the study results, SPIA derived the following conclusions from the assessment: 
•  Only a few credible impact assessment studies with plausible results have been carried out by the 

CGIAR–national agricultural research systems (NARS) in SSA. These assessments focus on two main 
research areas: biological control; and crop germplasm improvement (CGI). The economic benefits of 
biological control represent 80% of the total; and the benefits of CGI, most of the remainder.

•  There is need for a more comprehensive coverage of other research themes in future impact 
assessments in SSA. Among these are breeding of improved varieties of cowpea, pigeonpea, plantain, 
soybean, sweet potato, and yam; genetic improvement of fish; natural resource management (NRM); 
biodiversity; enhancing governance; improving policy; and strengthening NARS. In some cases, many 
studies of the dynamics and determinants of adoption are either completed or underway, and need to 
be systematically analyzed, synthesized, scaled up and extended by the centers into comprehensive 
impact assessment studies.

•  By 2004, a small number of successful projects which had impressive documented impacts and 
representing only 5% of CGIAR–NARS total research investments in SSA, had recovered the entire 
cumulative investment of these institutions over a period of 35 years. A projection of benefit flows for 
these same successful projects beyond 2004 shows that only 5% of CGIAR–NARS research investments 
could generate more than US$1.5 in benefits for every US$1 invested. 

•  The probable actual benefits from CGIAR–NARS investment in the region are likely to be much higher 
than those calculated using just the few documented major research successes. This is because selected 
impact studies represent less than 7% of the 367 studies reviewed by the authors.

• Very few studies that measure or document the social, equity, environmental, or health impacts of 
agricultural research were found. This is not peculiar to the SSA region, but represents the profile 
of impact assessment literature globally and reflects the fact that the methodology for quantifying 
productivity impacts of research outputs/outcomes is much more advanced than quantifying other 
types of research impacts.



viii — CGIAR and NARS partner research in sub-Saharan Africa 

SPIA recognizes the limitations of the study, most of which are discussed by the authors. The possible 
negative impacts associated with the research investments were not analyzed, since the focus was only 
on economic impacts. The assessment did not include spill-overs to and spill-ins from other regions; 
figures available on the costs incurred by NARS partners in the above research were difficult to estimate. 
The perceived but not-included benefits from CGIAR partner research are substantial and are likely to 
change the results of the study by making the calculated benefit-cost ratios (BCRs) represent lower-bound 
estimates.

This assessment represents the first phase of an overall initiative by SPIA to assess impacts of CGIAR 
research in various regions. It responds to the need for accountability at the regional level, both to donors 
and to regional members, stakeholders, and clients. 

In early 2005, SPIA decided to conduct scoping studies for each geographic region where CGIAR research 
is carried out, starting with SSA. Following this, it would consider the results of each study, and then 
decide if a second, more detailed study was needed and, if so, what priority it should be given in terms of 
the overall regional impact assessment initiative and SPIA’s work plan, given the limitations in budget 
and capacity. Given the results of the scoping study for SSA, and the considerably higher costs involved in 
further assessment that would involve primary data collection in the region, SPIA came to the following 
conclusions:
•  CGIAR centers need to be strongly encouraged to undertake higher-quality ex post impact assessments 

of all their major research and that of their NARS partners in SSA. These assessments should build 
upon the numerous adoption studies that have been or are being done.

•  SPIA should give priority to initiating a scoping study in another region in 2006, and revisit the impact 
assessment needs of SSA when centers have higher quality and comprehensive impact assessments 
for the region.

•  For a possible next round of center-based impact assessments, SPIA is willing to work with centers in 
selecting a complementary set of research projects or programs focused on SSA. 

SPIA wishes to thank the study team for a thorough and enlightening overall assessment based on the 
available scattered evidence of the impacts of the CGIAR in SSA.

Hans Gregersen   Jim Ryan
Former Chair    Current Chair
CGIAR Science Council,  CGIAR Science Council,
Standing Panel on Impact Assessment Standing Panel on Impact Assessment



Evidence of Impact to date — ix

Acronyms

BCR benefit–cost ratio
CGI crop germplasm improvement
CGIAR Consultative Group on International Agricultural Research
CIAT  Centro Internacional de Agricultura Tropical (International Center for 
  Tropical Agriculture)
CIFOR Center for International Forestry Research
CIMMYT  Centro Internacional de Mejoramiento de Maíz y Trigo  
  (International Maize and Wheat Improvement Center )
CIP  Centro Internacional de la Papa (International Potato Center)
GIS geographical information system
ha  hectare
IAA integrated aquaculture/agriculture
IBPGR International Board of Plant Genetic Resources
ICARDA  International Center for Agricultural Research in the Dry Areas
ICLARM International Center for Living Aquatic Resources Management
ICRAF World Agroforestry Center
ICRISAT  International Crops Research Institute for the Semi-Arid Tropics
IFPRI  International Food Policy Research Institute
IIMI International Irrigation Management Institute
IITA  International Institute of Tropical Agriculture
ILCA International Livestock Center for Africa
ILRAD International Laboratory for Research on Animal Diseases
ILRI International Livestock Research Institute
INIBAP International Network for Improvement of Banana and Plantain
IRRI International Rice Research Institute
IPGRI International Plant Genetic Resources Institute
IPM integrated pest management
IRR internal rates of return
IRRI  International Rice Research Institute
ISNAR International Service for National Agricultural Research
IWMI International Water Management Institute
NARS national agricultural research systems
NGO non-governmental organization
NRM natural resource management
SPIA Standing Panel on Impact Assessment
SSA sub-Saharan Africa
WARDA Africa Rice Center (formerly West African Rice Development Association)





Evidence of Impact to date — 1

Summary

Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) is a region better known for its food security failures than its successful 
development initiatives. In this context, the contributions made by the Consultative Group on International 
Agricultural Research (CGIAR) and its partners (principally, national agricultural research systems 
(NARS)) in the region to benefits generated for farmers, consumers, and the environment, are often 
overshadowed by negative or stagnant overall trends. As a result, this analysis attempts to identify, assess, 
and synthesize available evidence on the impact of agricultural research, so as to offer a systematic answer 
to the question: “Have the investments made by CGIAR–NARS in SSA been justified by documented 
benefits to date?”

To answer this question, a comprehensive inventory of all impact assessments of research outputs 
attributable in part to the CGIAR system in SSA was made. This inventory identified hundreds of studies of 
technology adoption, although the vast majority turned out to be small-scale studies of adoption dynamics. 
A smaller body of literature was also identified for aggregate areas of adoption, and these studies illustrate 
large areas of adoption of crop varieties derived from improved germplasm. In aggregate, these studies 
estimate that over 11 million hectares (ha) are currently planted to CGIAR-derived varieties in the region. 
However, apart from adoption of improved varieties or biocontrol, there are few cases where adoption of 
research outputs has progressed beyond tens of thousands of hectares.  

In order to quantify the aggregate economic benefits stemming from CGIAR–NARS research in SSA, a 
meta-analysis approach was taken. Twenty-two studies were identified for the calculation of aggregate 
rates of return for CGIAR and partner investments in the region. These studies have were then appraised 
against a review framework consisting of principles, criteria, and indicators for study rigor. The economic 
benefits reported by studies were then grouped on the basis of analytical rigor, and then aggregated and 
set against total investment by the CGIAR–NARS to determine if the total investment to date is justified 
under a range of assumptions.

The study found that aggregate investment is justified under a fairly wide range of suppositions, provided 
that benefits continue at their reported levels beyond 2004 (ex post + ex ante scenario). If only reported 
benefits up to 2004 are included (ex post scenario), the benefit–cost ratio (BCR) falls to less than unity for 
the most conservative meta-analysis category of substantially demonstrated benefits. However, a number 
of studies only calculate a single year of annual research benefits when benefits have been observed to 
continue for a number of years; therefore, this treatment is probably excessively conservative. Under the 
less conservative assumptions about benefit duration (ex post + ex ante) aggregate BCRs range between 
1.12 and 1.64. 

Under all meta-analysis scenarios, the vast majority of documented benefits stem from a relatively limited 
array of activities. Biological control results in more than 80% of all benefits in all scenarios. More than 
90% of these biological control benefits are attributed to control of the cassava mealybug. Close to 20% 
of total benefits result from the genetic improvement of crops, and less than 1% result from all other 
activities. The benefits included for crop germplasm improvement (CGI) represent the impacts realized 
over different time periods on 8.9 million ha (out of 11 million ha) planted to CGIAR-related varieties in 
the late 1990s. 
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It is an impressive achievement that aggregate documented benefits well exceed CGIAR–NARS investment 
in SSA. However, there remains significant scope to estimate the benefits from agricultural investments 
in the region. A substantial proportion of documented wide-scale and long-term adoption of improved 
varieties has never been subject to rigorous impact assessment. For example, the included benefits from 
more than one-half of the 8.9 million ha planted to CGIAR-related varieties represent benefits from only 
one year of adoption data. Appropriate methods are also currently being developed for other portions of 
the CGIAR portfolio. Thus, in time, even the most generous of the aggregate ratios reported here should 
prove to be an underestimate, provided that additional effort is invested in further assessment.
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1. Introduction

The Consultative Group on International Agricultural Research (CGIAR) was established in 1971 to 
mobilize agricultural science and provide financial support to address widespread food insecurity problems 
in many developing countries. Since its establishment, the CGIAR system has invested more than US$7 
billion in various research and development activities related to poverty, resources conservation, and 
nutrition. Over the years, several studies have documented the track record of CGIAR researchers in 
delivering results that improve people’s lives and help protect the environment (Pingali, 2001; Gardner, 
2003). In recent years, the Standing Panel on Impact Assessment (SPIA) has sponsored several studies 
to document the impacts of CGIAR centers at a system level. These studies provide clear evidence that 
the investments made by the CGIAR have been productive. For example, a recent meta-analysis study of 
the aggregate costs and benefits of the CGIAR system shows a benefit–cost ratio (BCR) in excess of one 
(Raitzer, 2003). The comprehensive systemwide study by Evenson and Gollin (2003) on the impacts of 
crop germplasm improvement (CGI) research contends that in its absence, world food production would 
have been 4–5% lower in developing countries, and 13–15 million more children would have suffered 
from hunger and malnourishment. 

While the global impacts of agricultural research carried out by the centers have been relatively well 
documented, clear evidence of CGIAR regional impacts, especially in sub-Saharan Africa (SSA), is less 
apparent. The meta-analysis study of rates of return by Alston et al. (2000) documents 47 studies of impact 
assessment in SSA based on a survey of literature between 1958 and 1997. Only four out of these 47 studies 
assess agricultural research that was primarily conducted by a CGIAR center (Alston et al., 2000). The 
other studies are classified as research conducted by governments (40), universities (1), or others (2). It 
is very likely that many of the studies conducted by governments or others may have indirectly benefited 
from CGIAR research but, with only 4 out of 47 studies actually classified as research performed by a 
CGIAR center, it is clear that the evidence of CGIAR research impacts in SSA is not well documented. 

Since its inception 35 years ago, it is estimated that about 41% of CGIAR resources have been allocated to 
solving problems specific to the needs of the SSA region. In the face of several well-documented failures of 
new technologies (Carter, 1995), donors continue to raise questions about the value added by the CGIAR 
system in SSA. Yet, case studies and regional overviews conducted in the recent past do provide evidence 
that the CGIAR and its partners have made substantial contributions to agricultural development in Africa1 
(Gryseels and Groenewold, 2001). However, much work remains to be done before a clear, quantitative 
and more comprehensive picture of the impact of the CGIAR investment in SSA emerges.

This study represents the first phase of an overall initiative by SPIA to assess impacts of CGIAR research 
in SSA. The overall initiative relates to the need for accountability at the regional level, both to donors 
and clients. As a phase I study, the aim of this report is to fill some of the knowledge gaps by undertaking 
a rigorous and comprehensive documentation, synthesis and assessment of the available evidence on the 
impacts of new technologies and improved policies as a result of research investment by CGIAR–NARS 
(national agricultural research systems) partnerships in SSA. The study aims to:

1. Build a systematic and comprehensive inventory of all the available ex post impact assessments of 
agricultural research done by CGIAR–NARS partnerships in SSA.

1 Unless specifically stated otherwise, the term ‘Africa’ in this paper refers to sub-Saharan Africa.
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2. Critically review this collection of impact studies and document data pertaining to the methodology 
used, impact indicators, adoption rates, internal rates of return (IRR), household income effects, 
gender implications, policy assessment, and other factors.

3. Analyze the data with the aim of providing a more complete understanding of the impacts of agricultural 
research.

4. Determine the additional efforts needed to better document the contributions and impacts of CGIAR–
NARS research (i.e. make recommendations for a possible phase II of the overall SPIA initiative).

The relationship between the CGIAR and NARS worldwide has changed significantly since the CGIAR 
was founded in 1971 (Gardner, 2003). In SSA (as well as other regions) there are two distinct types of 
relationship. For one group of countries, mainly large ones such as Kenya and Nigeria, the role of the 
CGIAR has changed from that of mentor to NARS and other research and development agencies to 
that of a partner and facilitator. For the other group of countries, mainly smaller, poorer ones, where 
both NARS and the private sector are weak, the CGIAR still plays a mentorship role. In either case, the 
specific contributions of the CGIAR cannot be rigorously separated from those of NARS. Nearly all CGIAR 
research results, outputs and products are disseminated to end users through partnerships that have been 
created between CGIAR, NARS, advanced research institutes, and extension specialists in these countries. 
Thus, although the focus of this study is on the resources invested by the CGIAR system, references made 
to the contributions of the CGIAR are those of a partnership. In the quantitative analysis of costs and 
documented benefits presented here, the corresponding NARS and other partner costs are estimated and 
included to reflect this partnership and joint ownership of realized benefits.

This report begins by discussing the framework used to document, synthesize, and assess the evidence 
of impacts. This is followed by a description of the methods of identifying and building an inventory and 
database of impact studies, along with the content and profile of this database. Next comes documentation 
of evidence of the impacts of CGIAR research in SSA. This is based on sampling the database of major 
outputs of CGIAR research in SSA, indicators of change in productivity, adoption of technology, and 
impacts. The next section describes the application and results of the meta-analysis framework used to 
synthesize the evidence of economic impacts. The final section provides conclusions, which draw upon the 
results of the literature review and the meta-analysis. The shortcomings of this study are also discussed 
and some recommendations for future action by the CGIAR and SPIA are made.
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2. Study Framework

The organizational framework used to document, synthesize and assess the available evidence on the 
impacts of research in SSA follows the generalized steps of the simplified research-to-impact pathway 
presented in Figure 1.2 The term ‘research inputs’ refers to the efforts and total resource investments 
(human, financial, and physical) to which the outputs and, ultimately, the impacts are attributed. 
Documenting the research inputs is the first step in this impact assessment. The most common measure 
of research inputs that is documented is financial investment (in monetary units). These are considered 
as the costs against which the benefits of research (impacts) are compared in order to assess the returns 
on research investment.

2 Although Figure 1 is linear and has only five general steps, such simplistic representation is for illustrative purposes only. It 
is recognized that many impact pathways may involve considerably more steps and iterations. For example, policy-oriented 
research outputs are not directly adopted, but can exert influence on decision-making in ways that may affect the effectiveness 
of government actions.

3 While the research outputs referred here are adoptable research products, it is recognized that there are often a series of 
intermediate outputs and adoption events within the broader research and development process. For example, research by a 
CGIAR Centre may result in an improved breeding technique which can be applied by plant breeders worldwide in the breeding 
of improved varieties to be adopted by farmers.

The second step is to identify and document research outputs or outcomes.3 These can be tangible (e.g.,  
a new variety) or non-tangible (e.g., a new method or a new policy recommendation) outputs or outcomes.  
A requirement, however, is that the research outputs must be improved compared with previously 
available technologies or practices. In order to have recognized impacts, research outputs must result in 
a change in efficiency, effectiveness, productivity, risk, sustainability, or distribution of benefits from the 
system in which they are used. Documented adoption of research outputs by end users is a necessary, but 
insufficient indicator of impact, if these consequences are not analyzed. Assessing the change in efficiency 
and productivity measures at the adopter level (e.g., farm-level impacts) and estimating the adoption of 
research outputs are two key intermediary steps before the impacts of research can be assessed against 
a counterfactual scenario (a scenario without the research-derived intervention). A necessary step in 
impact assessment is the quantification and aggregation of positive and negative benefits attributed to 
the research output and its adoption. This is achieved by comparing the levels of benefits that have been 
realized with those that would have occurred in the absence of the assessed research. These benefits 
(positive and negative) include environmental, social, economic, and health benefits. Thus, the last step – 
assessment of research impacts – can take many forms depending on the type of research output and the 
objectives of the study. However, the methodology for quantifying economic benefits from yield changes 
is much more advanced than for quantifying other types of impacts. The quantified benefits (net of all 
negative benefits) are often compared with measures of research inputs to produce indicators of impacts 
that can be compared across investment portfolios.

Figure 1. Steps in the research-to-impact pathway

Research 
inputs

Research 
outputs/

Outcomes

Adoption/
Influences

Change in
‘efficiency’,

‘effectiveness’ or
‘productivity’ at
adopter-level

Impacts
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List of possible ex post 
impact and adoption 

studies of CGIAR in SSA
(367)

Database of selected 
studies for review

(63)

List of studies for 
meta-analysis

(23)

Studies that assess impacts of research have to estimate and document all the intermediary steps of 
the research-to-impact process. However, there are numerous studies that only document evidence of 
intermediary steps but do not assess the impacts. This study inventories all of the ex post impact studies 
of CGIAR research with the aim of identifying studies that fall into each of these different steps of the 
impact pathway. Thus, although the main objective of this report is to assess and document impacts, a 
synthesis of evidence from sample studies that fall into the other steps (research outputs, and change in 
productivity and adoption) is also given. The report thus gives a general overview of the evidence found in 
the literature of CGIAR impacts in SSA along with the whole research-to-impact pathway.

Inventory of ex post impact assessments 

Figure 2 presents the overall approach that was used to build the inventory and develop the database of 
selected studies. It is essentially a four-step process that involves performing a literature search (step 1); 
identifying relevant studies (step 2); selecting appropriate studies for review (step 3); and performing the 
meta-analysis (step 4).

Figure 2. Approach used in building the inventory and developing the database for the review  
and meta-analysis

STEP 1: 
Identify impact studies of 
CGIAR research in SSA 
through literature search

STEP 2: 
Identify studies focused 
on SSA, appear to be 
ex post impact/adoption 
studies, have some 
connection with a 
CGIAR center/technology

STEP 3: 
Identify impact studies 
and a sub-sample of 
papers for further review

STEP 4: 
Identify economic impact 
studies for meta-analysis 
of costs and benefits

Pool of relevant studies
(171)
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4 Although this study attempts to assess the impacts of CGIAR–NARS research in SSA, the main focus is primarily on impacts of 
technologies, outputs or outcomes that can be clearly attributed, at least in part, to the CGIAR. Thus, impact studies of NARS 
outputs, outcomes or technologies were not targeted in this search. It is possible that due to this primary focus on CGIAR impact 
studies, the authors may have missed some impact assessments conducted by NARS partners on technologies that may have 
been derived from CGIAR input.

5 The database in step 2 included around 30 studies that were either duplicative or were reviews of previous impact case studies. 
In subsequent steps, duplicative studies were excluded from the review process.

Step 1: The following sources of information were used to develop a comprehensive inventory of possible 
CGIAR-center ex post impact and adoption studies in SSA: 1) the impact website of the CGIAR (http://
impact.cgiar.org/); 2) a literature search using web-based databases; and 3) verification and further 
additions to the list given by respective CGIAR centers.

Step 2: The initial inventory contained a list of 367 studies4. However, upon closer scrutiny, many of these 
studies were found to be irrelevant to the objectives of this study. The authors further filtered the list and 
classified 171 studies as relevant for further review. 

Table 1 gives a summary profile of the 171 relevant studies that form the population of this assessment. 
These studies are attributed to 12 CGIAR centers and their NARS partners. A large number of studies are 
attributed to three commodity-focused centers – Centro Internacional de Mejoramiento de Maíz y Trigo 
(CIMMYT; the International Maize and Wheat Improvement Center), the Africa Rice Center, formerly 
West African Rice Development Association (WARDA), and the International Institute of Tropical 
Agriculture (IITA). This is not surprising, since these centers have exclusive (WARDA and IITA) or major 
(CIMMYT) mandates for agricultural research in SSA. The relatively large number of studies focusing on 
West and East Africa also reflects the geographic mandates of these three centers. A number of studies 
included in this database are also global impact studies that specifically identify the regional impacts of 
CGIAR research in SSA as part of the global assessment. 

Out of the total 171 relevant studies, a majority (107) assess adoption of research outputs or technologies. 
In terms of types of impacts assessed, very few studies measure the social, equity, environmental, or health 
impacts of agricultural research. This is not a unique feature of impact studies in the SSA region, but 
represents the profile of the impact assessment literature globally. It reflects the fact that the methodology 
for quantifying productivity and income outputs is much more advanced than that for quantifying other 
types of research outputs.

The following should be noted regarding the database of relevant studies: 

• The list includes all studies that, based on the cursory review of the title and/or summary, appear to 
be ex post impact assessment studies of research done by the CGIAR and its NARS partners.

• The authors have made no attempt to further reduce this list to avoid duplication of some studies that 
may have been published in different forms (e.g., as a CGIAR center working paper or journal article), 
or studies that review papers based on other impact case studies. Hence, studies dealing with the same 
case or example of a technology may be duplicated if published via several outlets.5

Based on these two disclaimers, the authors believe that this initial database actually includes more studies 
than would potentially qualify as ex post impact case studies of CGIAR research in SSA. 

Step 3: Given the limited timeframe for conducting this study and the disclaimers noted above, the authors 
identified a smaller set of the adoption and impact studies inventoried in the database. The selection 
criteria for the sub-sample were based on the type of study and its availability or accessibility to the 
authors. The goals were to: 1) include as many studies as possible that documented large-scale adoption 
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Number of studies on research conducted by CGIAR–NARS in SSA by center

CGIAR center a Number of studies

WARDA 39

IITA 34

CIMMYT 30

ICRISAT 17

ICRAF 15

CIAT 11

CIP 8

ILRI 8

WorldFish 3

IFPRI 2

Other (i.e. SPIA and collaborative research support programs) 2

ICARDA 1

IPGRI 1

Total 171

Number of studies by geographic focus b

Region Number of studies

West Africa 72

East Africa 43

Southern Africa 19

Central Africa 9

Continent-wide 14

Global (Africa as one of the regions) 20

Number of studies by types of impacts assessed c

Impact type Number of studies

Adoption 107

Productivity 81

Equity 7

Social 7

Other (environment, health, policy, or training) 12

a For an explanation of acronyms see acronym list, page viii
b Some studies may focus on more than one region.
c Some studies may assess more than one type of impact.

Table 1. Profile of impact studies included in the relevant database (step 2)

and assessed economic, social, environmental, and other impacts, and a sample of review papers that 
provided summary assessment of impacts or adoption of specific technologies; and 2) weed out studies 
that were small-scale adoption studies, were duplicative, were difficult to access due to incomplete citation 
information in the database, or were listed as unpublished reports or mimeos. Based on these criteria, the 
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review list was reduced to 63 studies: 52 impact studies and 11 review or adoption papers. Annexes B and 
C list these studies and provide summaries of relevant information. 

The following are some of the key observations made on the adoption and impact assessment literature. 

1. A majority (about two-thirds) of the studies assessed impacts of CGI research performed by CGIAR–
NARS partnerships. Ten percent of the studies dealt with environment-protection technologies. Only 
two studies dealt with the assessment of research that improves policies or strengthens NARS.

2. About 41% of the studies in the database were published in peer-reviewed journals or as book 
chapters; 37% were published as center publications, and the remaining 22% were either conference 
and workshop papers or unpublished reports.

3. In terms of impact assessment studies by region, about 46% of the studies focused on adoption or 
impact assessment in West and Central Africa, and 37% on East and southern Africa. A few studies 
(17%) were either global or focused on the entire African continent.

4. The highest percentage of studies (42%) assessed impacts at a micro level in a particular country. 
Studies assessing macro-level impacts a country, region, or continent were relatively few (12%, 19%, 
and 8%, respectively).

5. More than half (28) of the 52 impact studies documented adoption and/or farm-level impacts of 
agricultural research. Some 24 studies documented the aggregate benefits for a year or a given 
time period.

Step 4: The analysis focused on a critical review of 23 of the 24 studies that documented aggregate benefits 
of CGIAR–NARS research in SSA. To make sure that this subset of 23 studies did not overlook any major 
impact study of CGIAR research in SSA, this list was verified against the list of 47 rates of return studies 
for SSA documented by Alston et al. (2000) (see Annex A).6 Six studies were found common to both the 
lists – four studies that were classified by Alston et al. (2000) as assessment of research performed by a 
CGIAR center in SSA, and one each by a government or other organization. The other 41 studies in the 
list could not be explicitly attributed to the CGIAR and hence were excluded from the database. Of the 23 
studies included in this work, the 17 that are not part of the meta-analysis by Alston et al. are all studies 
conducted or published after 1997.7

The review process is based on the framework of principles, criteria, and indicators for study credibility 
given in Raitzer (2003), which is derived from a selective review of the methodological literature. On 
the basis of the assessment of individual impact studies against this framework, three basic categories 
of benefit aggregation were constructed – potential, plausible, and substantially demonstrated. Benefits 
documented in the reviewed studies were then aggregated for each of the three categories and compared 
with total investment by the CGIAR–NARS partnership.

6 The CGIAR centers with substantial involvement in SSA were also contacted to verify this list to make sure no major studies 
of aggregate impacts were missed. The Centro Internacional de Agricultura Tropical (CIAT; International Center for Tropical 
Agriculture) has recently completed a major study of impact assessment of bean research in eastern and southern Africa. 
However, this study was not published by the time this report was completed and hence not included in the review and meta-
analysis. The International Crops Research Institute for the Semi-Arid Tropics (ICRISAT) brought to the authors’ attention 
additional impact studies, two of which appeared appropriate (but small-scale) studies based on their titles. However, they were 
not accessible and hence not included in the review by the time this report was submitted. Other than these exceptions, no major 
impact studies that met the review criteria were identified by the CGIAR centers for inclusion.

7 Evenson (2001) also provides a comprehensive list of rate-of-return studies globally. A quick review of this list also confirmed 
that there were no major CGIAR impact studies in SSA that were overlooked by this study.
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3. Tracing the Research-to-Impact Pathway for CGIAR 
 Research in Sub-Saharan Africa

Review of CGIAR research inputs in sub-Saharan Africa

Since its inception, the CGIAR has invested more than 40% of its annual budget in developing SSA 
agriculture. In nominal dollars8 (i.e. the value of the dollar at that time), this amounted to US$14 million 
out of the US$32 million annual total expenditure of the CGIAR system in the early 1970s; and US$174 
million out of the US$389 million annual total expenditure in the early 2000s (Figure 3). In 2004, it was 
estimated that since its inception the CGIAR had invested more than US$3.2 billion in nominal dollars 
(US$4.3 billion in real dollars) in SSA.

Figure 3. Total (core and restricted) CGIAR expenditures: systemwide and by sub-Saharan Africa region, 
1972–2003

Source: CGIAR Financial Reports (various)

The CGIAR originally consisted of four agricultural research centers: CIMMYT, the International Rice 
Research Institute (IRRI), IITA, and the Centro Internacional de Agricultura Tropical (CIAT; International 
Center for Tropical Agriculture). Only one of these centers (IITA) had headquarters in SSA. Today, there 
are 15 CGIAR centers9 conducting research on a variety of issues worldwide. Four of these centers, the 
World Agroforestry Center (ICRAF), the International Livestock Research Institute (ILRI), WARDA, and 
IITA, have their headquarters in the region; and the other 11 centers have some degree of involvement in 
the region. CGIAR center involvement in SSA ranges from devoting less than 5% of annual budget (IRRI), 
to almost 100% (WARDA and IITA) (Table 2). Centers that are based in other regions but have major 
involvement in SSA, as reflected by the share of their annual budget expended for SSA in 2000–2004, 
include CIMMYT (37%); International Crops Research Institute for the Semi-Arid Tropics (ICRISAT) 
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related discussion in this paper, which is based on data up to 2004, includes ISNAR as one of the centers.
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(50%); the International Food Policy Research Institute (IFPRI) (49%) and International Service for 
National Agricultural Research (ISNAR) (44%). In absolute terms, the resources devoted by different 
centers to SSA between 2000 and 2004 range from US$1.2 million by IRRI, to US$33.3 million per year 
by IITA (Figure 4). IITA is by far the largest contributor in the CGIAR system to agricultural research 
and development efforts in SSA. Other centers that invest significant resources in SSA include, ICRAF at 
US$19.4 million per year; ILRI at US$19.2 million per year; CIMMYT at US$14.7 million per year; and 
WARDA at US$9.9 million per year (Figure 4).

IRRI
IWMI

ISNAR
ICARDA

WorldFish
CIFOR

CIP
IPGRI
CIAT

WARDA
IFPRI

ICRISAT
CIMMYT

ILRI
ICRAF

IITA

0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35
Expenditures (US$ million/year)

Source: CGIAR Financial Reports (2004)

CGIAR research in SSA focuses on the full range of the system’s global research portfolio encompassing 
genetic improvement of food crops, ruminant livestock, trees and fish, and integrated natural resources 
management, including biodiversity research, policy research, and capacity building. Budget data on how 
each CGIAR center allocates its resources to each of these activities in SSA are not available. However, the 
data presented in Figure 5 on the 2000–2004 percentage share of total CGIAR expenditures on outputs 
such as germplasm improvement, germplasm collection, sustainable production, improving policies, 
and strengthening NARS, are a good indicator of resource allocation. The majority of resources within 
that period were devoted to research activities that promote sustainable production (35%), strengthen 
NARS (22%), promote germplasm improvement (18%), improve policies (15%), and promote germplasm 
collection (11%).

Prior to 2003, the categories of program outputs reported included increasing productivity (germplasm 
improvement), protecting the environment, biodiversity conservation, improving policies, and 
strengthening NARS.10 Applying the systemwide percentage share data from 1972 to 2002 to these 
categories of program outputs for the same time period gives an indicator of resources expended in the 
region on different outputs over time (Figure 6). It is worth noting that activities focusing on increasing 

Figure 4. Expenditures by CGIAR centers in sub-Saharan Africa, 2000–2004

10 The discussion in this paper of research inputs, outputs and impacts is based on this general framework of research agenda 
output categories, which is used by the CGIAR centers for reporting purposes. However, we recognize that these and the more 
recent categories of research outputs (Figure 5) are not mutually exclusive. Research targeted by a center towards an agenda 
(e.g., improving policies) may contribute to several outputs (e.g., strengthening NARS and protecting the environment).
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Source: CGIAR Financial Reports (2004)

Strengthening
NARS, 22%
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Figure 5. Percentage of total CGIAR budget expended on different program outputs, 2004

productivity were dominant in the program agenda in the first two decades. However, in subsequent 
decades, resources devoted to increasing productivity declined both in absolute terms (from US$74 
million per year in the late 1980s to US$55 million per year in 2002) and in relative terms (from 63% of 
total expenditures to 34% in the same time period). Strengthening NARS, has remained an important 
objective throughout the existence of the CGIAR. The system has consistently devoted about 20–22% of 
its total annual expenditures to this program output. Additionally, efforts towards improving policies, 
biodiversity conservation, and protecting the environment or natural resources have increased over time. 
In 2002, more than 40% of the total CGIAR system budget (US$70 million) was spent on these three 
program outputs.

Source: Calculated by authors based on percentage share of each program agenda in total CGIAR expenditures
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Figure 6. Program expenditures by outputs by the CGIAR in sub-Saharan Africa, 1972–2002
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Adoption and potential impacts of CGIAR research in sub-Saharan Africa

Achievements of the CGIAR system in SSA have been the subject of several reviews in the past (e.g., 
Gryseels and Groenewold, 2001; Eicher and Rukuni, 2003). This section summarizes the adoption of 
major outputs directly attributed to CGIAR–NARS partnerships in SSA and their potential impacts. The 
focus is on research occurring specifically on SSA and not on spill-overs from global efforts. Similarly, 
spill-over effects of SSA-specific research into other regions, and NARS-exclusive research are excluded 
from this review.11 

This discussion is organized by the five program goals of the CGIAR system: increasing productivity; 
protecting the environment; biodiversity conservation; improving policies; and strengthening NARS. 
Table 3 provides a representative list of types of research and other activities undertaken by the CGIAR and 
potential outputs under these five program agenda. This is not a comprehensive list of all the outputs of the 
research efforts of CGIAR, but is meant to give a broad picture of the types of outputs that can result from 
CGIAR research activities. The outputs range from tangible ones like improved crop varieties, tree species 
or animal breeds; germplasm collected or conserved; and numbers of people trained; to intangible ones 
like improved management practices, policy recommendations, development of research methodologies, 
and contributions to scientific advancement. Since the focus of this study is on the documented impacts, 
rather than outputs, no attempt is made to survey each center and make a comprehensive list of all their 
outputs in the context of SSA. 

Table 3 also lists the 52 impact studies identified in step 3 of the research-to-impact pathway discussed 
earlier. As expected, improved crop varieties comprise the category of outputs with the most documented 
impact studies (34). Nine of these simply document adoption12, nine assess farm-level impacts, and 16 
are fully-fledged impact studies that assess benefits of research at an aggregate level. Other major outputs 
assessed by the reviewed studies include farm management practices, introduction of control agents, 
other improved inputs, and soil management practices. The list also includes one study each that assesses 
post-harvest technology, policy recommendation, and training. None of the studies reviewed document 
impacts of any outputs under the biodiversity conservation research agenda.

The large number of studies documenting research on the impacts of productivity enhancement corresponds 
with the level of resources historically devoted to this portion of the research agenda. However, the few 
impact studies for outputs in other research agenda categories should not necessarily be interpreted as a 
lack of impact in those categories. This is because there are methodological difficulties in assessing impacts 
of certain types of research and development activities. The adoption of outputs from research that result 
in information or ideas may be more difficult to trace than the uptake of technologies. Furthermore, data 
for trends in non-productivity related benefits are often not readily available, and counterfactual scenarios 
may be particularly difficult to derive when the benefits of research are in the form of losses avoided.

More than half of the 52 reviewed studies document adoption in terms of numbers of farmers using 
a given technology over a certain affected production area, or estimate adopter-level impacts (e.g., 
increased yields, income, employment opportunities, improved nutrition, and gender impacts). Twenty-
three studies are classified as impact studies that extrapolate benefits at an aggregate level (province, 

11  For example, these include later generation outputs or technologies resulting from NARS research that are not distinctly 
(or directly) attributable to a partnership with the CGIAR system, even though contributions of such a partnership in early 
generation research and the overall outputs are acknowledged.

12 Studies referred to in this paper as ‘documenting adoption’ and classified in Annex A and Table 3 as impact studies under the 
‘adoption’ category include analyses that document the extent of adoption of a CGIAR technology/product, but do not present 
any in-depth analysis of adopter-level or economy-wide benefits.
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country, region, continent, or global). Again, the absence of any aggregate-level impact studies under the 
categories of research targeted towards biodiversity conservation, improving policies and strengthening 
NARS is quite typical of the general literature on impact assessment.

Table 4 maps the distribution of the 52 reviewed studies by technologies. More than 70% of the studies deal 
with CGIAR-mandated food crop sectors in SSA. A couple of studies deal with agroforestry, aquaculture, 
and livestock farming systems, while some studies are not specific to any sector but deal with outputs 
of such cross-cutting research themes as fallow systems, no tillage, alley farming, machinery, policy, 
and training. Again, a higher proportion of studies assess the impacts of crop sector outputs than other 
outputs.13 

Since adoption is a necessary condition for research impact, it can be expected that research outputs 
with wide-scale adoption should present viable cases for impact assessment. Thus, research outputs with 
high adoption figures but which have not been subjected to impact assessment represent likely gaps in 
coverage. In the following sub-sections the authors review claims made regarding the adoption of major 
research outputs of centers in order to set the background for subsequent appraisal of the assessed impacts. 
Major claims regarding adoption and potential impacts of different outputs of CGIAR–NARS research 
are discussed below under the broad categories of CGI research and other research (e.g., improvement 
in farm management practices, post-harvest research, improvement in other inputs, improvement in 
policies, and NARS strengthening). It is beyond the scope of this study to assess all the methods by which 
these estimates have been calculated where no impact assessment has been conducted. It is important to 
note that these figures have not been derived with consistent methods or rigor. Nonetheless, they should 
give a rough idea of the outputs for which impacts might be substantial and assessable.

Evidence of adoption and potential impacts of research on crop germplasm improvement
Although, not comprehensive across all crops, CGI research is the most documented in terms of adoption 
and potential impacts among all the outputs of CGIAR. In the late 1990s, estimates of adoption of CGIAR-
related improved varieties14 in a region where they are economically important crops varied from 12% 
(relative to total crop area) for sorghum (2.4 million ha); 11% for maize in East and southern Africa  
(1.6 million ha); 15% for beans in East and southern Africa (0.26 million ha); 18% for cassava, continent-
wide (1.6 million ha); 24% for maize in West and Central Africa (2 million ha); 25% for rice in West Africa 
(1 million ha); 41% for potato continent-wide (165,000 ha); and 57% for wheat continent-wide (1.8 million 
ha) (Table 5). The documented adoption for crops such as millet and groundnut at an aggregate level is 
less than 1% of the total planted area. Adoption of CGIAR-related improved varieties for other crops (such 
as cowpea, soybean, and sweet potato) is documented at a state, province, or country level, but not at an 
aggregate level of a region or the continent. 

Table 6 summarizes documented and non-documented adoption claims for the 10 major CGIAR-mandated 
food crops in SSA – wheat, rice, maize, sorghum, millet, bean, groundnuts, cassava, cowpea, and potato. 
Based on these adoption claims, the total area in SSA planted to CGIAR-related improved varieties across 
these 10 major food crops was 11 million ha in the late 1990s.15 The low levels of documented adoption of 

13 There are two possible explanations for the distribution (or lack) of impact evidence presented in Tables 3 and 4. One is the lack 
of methodological ability to assess impacts of these types of outputs, the other is that the distribution reflects a lack of actual 
impact from outputs of the CGIAR system in sectors such as agroforestry, livestock research, policy, and training. However, no 
attempt is made in this assessment to gather empirical evidence that either supports or refutes one or both of these possible 
explanations. Making any credible assessment of the outputs of CGIAR research in SSA is beyond the scope of this assessment, 
which is focused more on documenting evidence of impacts rather than building an inventory of outputs.

14 The term CGIAR-related improved varieties is used in this study to refer to varieties that are either: a) CGIAR center x CGIAR 
center selected, b) CGIAR center x NARS selected, or c) NARS with CGIAR center parent.
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improved varieties for millet and groundnut, and the absence of any documented adoption for cowpea are 
striking: these three crops together cover close to 40 million ha of planted area in SSA but the documented 
adoption of CGIAR-related varieties for these three crops is just over 220,000 ha. Thus, even though the 
documented adoption for food crops such as wheat and potato is more than 40%, the overall estimated 
adoption of CGIAR-related varieties across these 10 crops is only 11% of the total planted area. This is 
about 50% of the area documented for all improved varieties in SSA (Figure 7).

The yield effects documented are quite variable across crops, making it difficult to make any blanket 
assessment about this impact indicator across all crops. Evenson (2003) estimates CGIAR contributions 
to yield growth due to CGI research in SSA to be in the range of 0.11–0.13% per year. This range is much 
smaller than the 0.30–0.33% per year average yield growth across all developing regions (Evenson, 2003). 
These estimates suggest that despite substantial introduction of new improved varieties of different 
crops in SSA, there has not been a great aggregate impact on yields, compared with other regions. The 
often-cited reason for this low aggregate impact of CGI technology is low adoption. It is compounded 
by low soil fertility, failure to incorporate smallholder preferences adequately, insufficient supporting 
infrastructure (such as seed systems), non-availability of other inputs like fertilizer, lack of information, 
and inappropriate policies (Byerlee and Heisey, 1996; Ahmed et al., 2000; Doss et al., 2003).

Evidence of aggregate economic benefits as a result of CGIAR-related improved varieties in SSA is 
less extensive and comprehensive than evidence of adoption. Nonetheless, several studies do estimate 
economic benefits as the value of increased production due to the adoption and yield gains of CGIAR-
related improved varieties. These documented estimates are the subject of the critical review process 
outlined in step 4 and are discussed in the context of the meta-analysis in the next section.

Non-CGIAR
improved varieties, 11%

CGIAR improved
varieties, 11%

Traditional
varieties, 77%

Rice, 1%

Beans, Millet,
Potato,
Groundnut, 1%

Cassava, 2%

Wheat, 2%

Sorghum, 2%

Maize, 4%

Figure 7. Share of CGIAR-related improved varieties and other sources of varieties in the total area 
planted to major food crops in sub-Saharan Africa, late 1990s

15 As a comparison, areas planted to CGIAR-related improved varieties in other regions (Evenson, 2003) are estimated as follows: 
55% (Asia), 30% (Latin America), and 48% (Middle East–North Africa).



24 — CGIAR and NARS partner research in sub-Saharan Africa 

Other benefits of improved varieties documented in the reviewed assessments include impacts on house-
hold food security, nutrition, and gender relations. For some crops, such as cowpea, the impact in the form 
of increased by-products like fodder is also important. Some studies document the distributional impacts 
of improved varieties between consumers and producers. A study of cassava by Falusi and Afolami (1999), 
reports the share in total benefits by producers to be 28% and by consumers to be 72%. This result concurs 
with the general literature on distributional impacts of agricultural research. Interestingly however, this 
study shows that the share of producers’ benefits in technology surplus declines as more output is sold. 
That means a technological innovation has more positive distributional impact on producers in semi-
subsistence agriculture (characteristic of much of SSA) than in commercialized agriculture.

Although improved varieties have other benefits, none of the reviewed studies measure or estimate these 
benefits. An analysis by Evenson and Rosegrant (2003) is the only one that tries to estimate the effects 
of CGIAR research into CGI on total area, food production, and food consumption, in different regions 
of the world. Their analysis shows that in the absence of the global CGIAR research contributions to CGI, 
the area planted to major food crops in SSA would have been 0.6–1.0% more than the actual cropped 
area in the late 1990s. The effect on total food production in SSA would have been a reduction by 1–2%. 
Additionally, the number of malnourished children would have increased by 1% and the availability of 
calories to the general population would have declined by 3–4%. These estimated effects in SSA are more 
modest than many would expect.16 They are also lower than the effects estimated for other regions of the 
developing world (Evenson and Rosegrant, 2003).17 This is because low CGIAR-related crop genetic gains 
(0.11–0.13% per year in SSA) are less than one-third those of other regions. SSA also has a lower adoption 
rate of CGIAR-related improved varieties than other developing regions.18, 19

Evidence of adoption and potential impacts of research other than crop germplasm improvement
Evidence of adoption and impacts is available for the following technologies: biological control; farm 
management practices such as no till, alley farming, fallow trees, and integrated aquaculture; improved 
livestock; introducing new or improved inputs; post-harvest technology; and policy research and training 
(Table 7). These technologies contribute to the CGIAR program agenda of increasing productivity, 
protecting environment, improving policies, and strengthening NARS.

IITA research into biological control in cassava (Zeddies et al., 2001; Coulibaly et al., 2004), and research 
by ILRI on the impact of fodder bank technology (Elbasha et al., 1999) are the only documented examples 
we found of wide-scale adoption of CGIAR research other than research relating to the uptake of improved 
varieties. These studies document the spread of very specific research outputs across several countries in 
the region. Other impact assessment studies reviewed cover a relatively small geographic area (e.g., state, 
province, or region within a country), with the adoption of technologies ranging from a few hundred to a 
few thousand farmers and hectares (Table 7). These are quite insignificant levels of adoption compared 
with the estimates of wide-scale adoption documented for improved varieties presented in Tables 5 and 6. 

As with improved varieties, the impacts of most of the technologies listed in Table 7 are evident either 
in increased farm-level yields or reduced costs (both indicating increased productivity), which result in 

16 It is important to note, however, that the implications of area, production, and food consumption effects even in the 1–3% range 
are significant from an environmental, health, and economic welfare perspective for millions of people on the continent.

17 The comparative estimates for the area effect in other regions are: 1.5–3.1% (Latin America); 1.8–2.1% (Middle East–North 
Africa); and 1.5–1.7% (Asia). Similarly, the estimates for production effects in other regions are: 5.4–5.6% (Latin America); 
7.4–7.9% (Middle East–North Africa), and 8.3–9.1% (Asia). The average effect on food consumption and calorie availability 
across all developing countries is estimated to be in the range of 2.0–2.2% and 4.5–5.0%, respectively.

18 See footnote 15 for comparative estimates of adoption in other regions.
19 The rate and levels of investments in agricultural research and development by CGIAR and NARS in SSA over the past three 

decades has been lower than in Asia and Latin America. Hence, with the long lag times, it may be premature to make such 
comparisons.
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increased incomes for adopters. Other potential benefits of some of these technologies include improved 
water quality, soil fertility, human health, and capacity building. However, none of the reviewed studies 
measure or estimate these other impacts. The aggregated economic benefits of adopting these technologies 
are estimated by five of the ten studies reported in Table 6. These are discussed in the following section. 

Evidence of adoption and impacts of policy research and training is scarce. One reviewed study assesses 
policy research influences, and one other assesses benefits from training activities. It is therefore difficult 
to derive any conclusions about the impacts of the two program agenda activities ‘improving policies’ and 
‘strengthening NARS’ based on just two studies. Clearly, there is a need for additional impact assessment 
of research in these areas.

The summary of evidence in Tables 5–7 provides an overview of the scale of adoption, the scope, and the 
size of the potential impacts of CGIAR research in SSA. The data provided by these impact studies must 
be analyzed to provide a better understanding of the impacts of agricultural research in SSA by CGIAR 
and NARS. However, individual impact studies not only differ in the types of research outcomes being 
evaluated but also in their methodologies. In this context, and taking the estimate of economic benefits 
as an example, it is important to determine the certainty with which the estimates of individual studies 
can be aggregated in order to derive estimates of total benefits attributable to the CGIAR. Similarly, it is 
important to assess the total costs incurred by NARS and other partners in realizing those benefits. To 
this end, each study shown in Tables 5–7 that estimates economic benefits is subjected to a critical review 
process to evaluate the confidence that can be placed in the reported estimates of benefits and costs. 
The methodology of this process, and the results of the benefit–cost meta-analysis are discussed in the 
following section.
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4. Meta-Analysis of Benefits and Costs of CGIAR–NARS 
 Research in Sub-Saharan Africa 

Meta-analysis is the statistical treatment of research results to identify more generalized patterns 
from case observations. Traditional meta-analysis attempts to draw inferences from as broad a pool of 
cases as possible, under the assumption that a sufficient population of cases will balance out individual 
methodological flaws. However, if a meta-analysis consists of the aggregative treatment of results, or if 
certain methodological flaws are pervasive, this assumption may not be appropriate. In such cases, it is 
necessary to conduct a ‘best evidence’ meta-analysis, in which methods are scrutinized before results are 
accepted as part of the analysis (Slavin, 1995). The present study applies this approach.

The meta-analysis considers how the documented benefits of CGIAR–NARS research compare with the 
associated investment by the CGIAR–NARS partnerships in the region.20 The basic objective is to derive a 
set of plausible and highly credible aggregate estimates of the benefits accruing from CGIAR innovations 
in SSA, and to set these against the value of the entire CGIAR–NARS expenditures. 

The 24 studies identified in Annex B as ex post impact studies assessing aggregate-level benefits of 
CGIAR–NARS research were the initial focus of this meta-analysis. Studies that assess individual farm-
level impacts and/or only estimate the adoption of CGIAR research outputs were excluded (i.e. 28 of the 
52 reviewed impact studies) since they do not provide a benefit value for aggregation in the numerator 
of the BCR. This pool of studies was produced independently by different authors on behalf of various 
agencies. As a result, there is considerable heterogeneity in the methods and quality of individual 
impact assessments. Moreover, the aggregated estimates reported in these studies are derived from the 
extrapolation of location-specific studies. In order to aggregate and compare benefits across these different 
studies and research areas, some screening of rigor is necessary to ensure that only credible estimates are 
included. The authors were able to obtain data for all but one study (Falusi and Afolami, 1999). Thus, only 
23 studies were finally subjected to the critical review process.

Assessment of credibility

To determine the credibility of individual impact findings, the present study adopts the review framework 
first proposed by Raitzer (2003) and refined in Raitzer and Lindner (2005). Since no prior set of standards 
had been identified for an ex post impact assessment of research, this framework was developed through 
a selective review of the literature. The framework is essentially based on two interdependent principles: 
1) transparency and 2) analytical rigor.

Transparency: criteria and indicators
It is imperative that research is characterized by transparency, since this is necessary for understanding 
any results produced (Baur et al., 2001). In this study, transparency was represented by three broad 
criteria (Figure 8): 

• Clearly derived and explained key assumptions
• Comprehensive description of data sources
• Full explanation of data treatment

20 The NARS component included in this analysis represents a partial portfolio of the whole system in SSA. It refers to supplementary 
costs or investments by NARS and other partners incurred towards the development and dissemination of technologies attributed 
to CGIAR centers. It should not be interpreted as total NARS costs in SSA.
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Clearly derived key assumptions. Two qualitatively assessed indicators – explicitness of key assumptions 
and substantiation of key assumptions – represented the clearly derived key assumptions. 

Comprehensive description of data sources. Any economic analysis can only be as robust as the data it 
uses, and as a result, the sources for such data should be clearly presented. For this criterion therefore, 
four indicators were enumerated to describe the comprehensiveness of data sources: description of data 
sources for extent of adoption (when relevant); productivity effects; costs associated with adoption; and 
prices for valuing productivity changes. 

Full explanation of data treatment. For an analysis to be transparent, the methods applied to calculate 
benefit estimates from collected data should be described in detail. Explanations of how estimates for 
adoption levels, productivity effects, adoption-related costs, and economic valuation were inferred from 
available data were used to give a full explanation of the data treatment. These indicators also represented 
the clarity with which counterfactual construction and economic valuations were described.

Analytical rigor: criteria and indicators
To date, no framework has been defined in the literature for the appraisal of an ex post impact assessment’s 
rigor. However, as previously noted, a number of methodological publications have been produced to 
provide guidance to impact assessment of research, and a number of papers have been written concerning 
common flaws in past approaches. It is possible to infer from these sources the necessary elements for 
best-practice assessment. 

The objective of an ex post impact assessment is to attribute the effects of a particular research-derived 
intervention on the areas of interest, relative to other potential causal factors. This requires the construction 
of a counterfactual (Baker, 2000). This counterfactual should take into account the relative role of 
alternative causes in observed changes, and factors that may mitigate the effectiveness of the assessed 
output in the field. 

To address the degree to which the reviewed studies demonstrated causality, three criteria were identified 
(Figure 9):

Figure 8.  Hierarchical relationship of principles, criteria, and indicators for assessing the transparency of 
reviewed studies
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• Utilization of a representative data set
• Appropriate data treatment
• Development of a plausible counterfactual scenario.

Utilization of a representative data set. For impact to be rigorously demonstrated through ex post impact 
assessment, both the measurement of metrics of interest and the construction of the counterfactual must 
be rigorous. Measurement and monitoring of metrics of interest requires sufficient data at the scale at 
which trends will be extrapolated (Maredia et al., 2000). Such data typically include estimates of the 
spatial area at which an innovation or new technology is applied or adopted, as well as information 
regarding the changes in inputs or outputs related to the innovation’s adoption. Prices for the shifted 
production or saved inputs are also required. In the current study, utilization of the representative data 
set was represented by two indicators: reliability and comprehensiveness of the data set utilized.

Appropriate data treatment. To rigorously estimate research impacts, it is essential that robust methods 
are used. The extrapolation from available data of trends on adoption and productivity in an appropriate 
and representative manner is an important element of this process. Mitigating factors that may prevent 
expected patterns of benefits from being realized need to be assessed. Four indicators were used for 
evaluating the fulfillment of appropriate data treatment: appropriateness of data extrapolation; adequacy 
of analysis of mitigating factors; adequacy of disaggregation by production environment; and adequacy of 
assessment of adoption-related costs.

Development of a plausible counterfactual scenario. In the absence of a particular research program, it is 
likely that some technological advancement will take place. For an impact assessment to be accurate, this 
must be captured in the counterfactual scenario, which must be credible (Baur et al., 2001; Salter and Martin, 
2001). The plausibility of implicit or explicit counterfactuals indicates the degree to which the assumed 
course of events, in the absence of the innovation, represents a realistic next-best course of action. 

Rating of studies against the review framework. The 23 impact assessments in the study pool were 
reviewed against the framework developed using the above criteria, and a numerical score of zero to 
three was assigned for each indicator (Table 8). A score of zero indicates that the indicator is unfulfilled 

Source: Adapted from Raitzer (2003)

Figure 9.  Hierarchical relationship of principles, criteria, and indicators for assessing the analytical rigor of 
reviewed studies
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Principle Criteria Indicator Low rating (0) High rating (3)

T
R

A
N

SP
A

R
EN

C
Y

1. Clearly 
derived key 
assumptions

Explicitness of key 
assumptions 

Major assumptions 
underlying analysis are 
not defined

All major assumptions explicitly 
stated

Substantiation of key 
assumptions

Unclear basis for 
explicit assumptions

Explicit assumptions have logical 
justification and/or citation

2. Comprehen-
sive attribution 
of data sources

Citation of adoption data Unclear basis of 
adoption estimates

Adoption estimates cited and/or 
data collection described

Citation of productivity 
data 

Unclear basis for 
productivity claims

Productivity claims based on cited 
references or clear methods

Citation of adoption-
related costs data 

Unclear empirical basis 
for deriving costs of 
adoption

Estimates of adoption-related 
costs cited or given logical 
justification

Citation of price sources Unexplained basis of 
commodity prices

Cited basis for commodity prices

3. Full 
explanation of 
data treatment

Explanation of scaling up 
adoption estimates 

No basis provided for 
adoption estimates

Gathering process for adoption 
estimates defined

Explanation of scaling up 
productivity estimates 

Unclear extrapolation 
from limited 
productivity impact data

Clear methodology for scaling-up 
estimates from specific sites

Explanation of scaling up 
adoption-related costs 

Incorporation of 
costs associated with 
adoption unclear

Costs considered (or not 
considered) in an explicit manner

Explanation of economic 
valuation 

Commodity prices used, 
discounting and deflating 
unclear

Commodity prices used, 
discounting and deflating clearly 
presented

Explanation of 
counterfactual derivation 
(explicitness)

No ‘without’ scenario Comprehensive development of a 
‘without’ scenario
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T
IC

A
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R
IG
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1. Utilization of 
a representative 
data set 

Reliability of data set 
utilized

Data sourced from 
uncorroborated expert 
opinion or assumption

Empirical data for key parameters 
validated through triangulation

Comprehensiveness of 
data set utilized

Data sourced from 
single location or trial

Large number of sample sites 
representing range of relevant 
conditions

2. Appropriate 
data treatment

Appropriateness of data 
extrapolation 

Limited data 
or assumptions 
extrapolated over large 
spatial/temporal scales

Data only extrapolated over 
populations represented

Adequacy of analysis of 
mitigating factors 

No mitigating factors 
considered 

Consideration of major relevant 
alternative causal factors

Adequacy of capturing 
variability in the 
target environment or 
population

Only ‘average’ 
conditions considered

Heterogeneity in impacts 
appropriately captured

Adequacy of 
disaggregation of benefits/
surpluses by consumer/
producer groups

Gross benefits 
presented without 
analysis of surplus 
recipients

Impacts disaggregated among 
different producer and consumer 
groups

3. Development 
of plausible 
counterfactual 
scenario 

Counterfactual plausibility Counterfactual 
represents unrealistic, 
overly cynical course of 
action

Counterfactual represents 
realistic, likely and substantiated 
path of events

4. Plausible 
institutional 
attribution

Plausibility of institutional 
attribution

No attribution 
attempted

Empirically based attribution 
derived through counterfactual

Table 8. Principles, criteria, indicators and rating examples for evaluating benefit–cost studies
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or unconsidered, whereas a score between one and three shows partial to complete fulfillment of the 
indicator. Each indicator was weighted equally and the ratings aggregated and averaged to derive a rating 
for transparency and for analytical rigor. The results of the application of the above criteria to the 23 
impact assessments are reported in Annex D.21 

Scenarios of the aggregation of research benefits

Three basic scenarios of aggregate research benefits of the 23 selected studies are constructed for the meta-
analysis based on the average scores for the principles of transparency and analytical rigor: potential, 
plausible, and substantially demonstrated benefits. The number of studies in each of these scenarios is 
shown in Table 9. These scenarios are progressively exclusive as criteria become more restrictive. Thus, 
the ‘potential’ benefits scenario is inclusive of all ‘plausible’ benefits, which in turn is inclusive of all 
‘substantially demonstrated’ benefits. Each of these scenarios is split into two sub-scenarios – ex post and 
ex post + ex ante.

21 These scores are based on the authors’ subjective judgment and evaluation of the studies’ data and analyses. They are based on 
what is actually stated in the documentation of the studies reviewed. There is no verification of the accuracy of the methodologies 
used nor of the quality of fieldwork. The evaluation framework was only applied to the economic impact assessment component 
of a study. Thus, scores do not reflect the rigor of the overall study, which in some cases had a much broader focus than economic 
impact assessment. 

Scenario 1
‘Potential’ benefits

Scenario 2
‘Plausible’ benefits

Scenario 3
‘Substantially demonstrated’ 

benefits

Number of studies 23 19 9

Criteria All-inclusive Studies with an average score of 
more than 1.5 for transparency and 
more than 1.0 for analytical rigor

Studies with an average 
score of more than 1.5 for both 
transparency and analytical rigor

Table 9. Number of studies included in the three scenarios of the meta-analysis

Scenario 1: ‘Potential’ benefits
This scenario includes aggregated benefits of all the 23 impact studies in the study pool. Some of the 
included benefit estimates have been based on very limited empirical data and there is little certainty that 
all of the included benefits have been realized. Nevertheless, this scenario does help to illustrate the level 
of benefits of CGIAR–NARS research in SSA that has been documented in the literature. 

Scenario 2: ‘Plausible’ benefits
The 19 studies included in this scenario received moderate ratings for transparency (an average score of at 
least 1.5, based on the 0–3 scale). In addition, studies in this scenario demonstrated at least limited levels 
of rigor, with average scores of 1.0 or greater for the indicators of analytical rigor. 

Scenario 3: ‘Substantially demonstrated’ benefits
This scenario is a subset of the ‘plausible’ benefits scenario and includes only those benefits that have 
been rigorously assessed (nine studies). The additional criterion applied for inclusion in this scenario is a 
higher rating for analytical – an average score of at least 1.5. This is to calculate a high-confidence lower 
bound measurement of economic impacts attributable to CGIAR and NARS activities in SSA.
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Ex post and ex post + ex ante sub-scenarios

Since this work focuses on ex post impact research, all the studies included in the study pool include 
benefit estimates based on empirical evidence of adoption and adopter-level impacts for at least one year. 
However, the time period of the documented benefits reported varies across the 23 studies (Table 10) and 
can be grouped accordingly: a) 10 studies report ex post multi-year benefits up to the year of the respective 
study analysis or up to 2004 (e.g., Byerlee and Traxler, 1995; Elbasha et al., 1999; Rohrbach et al., 1999); 
b) six studies report ex post benefits for a single year (e.g., Dalton and Guei, 2003; Lantican et al., 2005; 
Manyong et al., 2003; Morris et al., 2003); c) the remaining seven studies include both an ex post and 
ex ante analysis of projected benefits beyond 2004 (e.g., Yapi et al. (1999) and Zeddies et al. (2001) 
provide estimates of costs and benefits covering the period 1982–2018 and 1979–2013, respectively). 
In such studies, the projected costs and benefits beyond the year of ex post impacts are substantiated by 
assumptions about the projected trends of important impact variables. They are also justified based on 
the widely used assumption that benefits from research are cumulative and continue to occur beyond the 
period of analysis (Evenson, 2001).22 

Ex post sub-scenario
This scenario is an ultra-conservative approach that includes estimates of benefits documented by a 
study up to 2004 (the time period of estimated costs included in the meta-analysis). Thus, if a study has 
reported benefit streams continuing beyond 2004, these projections are not included in the base scenario. 
This excluded seven of the original 23 studies. The rationale for truncating the benefit streams to the year 
2004 for these seven studies is to maintain a more conservative ex post scenario so that the total benefits 
included in the benefit–cost meta-analysis are only those that have been documented as realized up to 
2004.23 

Ex post + ex ante sub-scenario
For 10 studies, the reported benefits for the entire documented time period are included (e.g., 1982–
2018 for Yapi et al., 1999); no attempt being made to truncate the benefits stream.24 The other studies 
included in the meta-analysis provide ex post estimates of benefits for only a single year. It is extremely 
conservative to assume that benefits of past research are realized for only one year. Hence, to reflect the 
realistic assumption of continued benefits of past research beyond a single year, such estimates of single-
year benefits are projected to continue for 10 years beyond the reported year (in nominal values, prior to 
discounting). The projections of single-year benefits to 10 further years are applied to six studies, all of 
which deal with CGI research (shown in Table 10). While this second sub-scenario helps to offer a more 
realistic estimate of benefits for past research investments, the results are still speculative, as research 
products that are not assessed by the impact study or not yet realized are implicitly included. 

Since the cost data included in the meta-analysis are up to 2004, the estimated BCRs reported for the two 
sub-scenarios are conservative. This is due to the fact that, in the final years, the benefits from innovations 
to be generated in future are not included in the numerator (as they are not yet documented). Thus, the 
reported BCRs are indeed lower-bound estimates of indicators of impacts of CGIAR–NARS investments 
in SSA for the period 1966–2004.

22 Alston et al. (2000) also report and analyze documented internal rates of return of several studies that are based on both the 
documented ex post and the projected ex ante benefits.

23 This scenario does, however, include ex ante estimates of benefits for some studies up to 2004.
24 In a few studies where costs are also projected to continue beyond 2004 (i.e. the last year for which CGIAR cost data is available), 

the benefits included were net of projected costs.
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Aggregation of costs and benefits: methodology

Estimating the share of sub-Saharan African benefits in global estimates
Four studies (Byerlee and Traxler, 1995; Heisey et al., 2002; Morris et al., 2003; and Lantican et al., 2005) 
out of the 23 in the meta-analysis report benefits to SSA as part of the global estimated benefits from 
CGIAR–NARS research. The reported global benefits are adjusted to ensure that only benefits attributed 
to SSA are taken into account in the aggregate analysis. For these studies, the share of SSA in the global 
estimated benefits was either obtained from the authors or was determined based on the area planted in 
SSA to improved varieties as a percentage of global adoption area.

Estimating costs by CGIAR centers
Costs are based on the percentage share of the CGIAR system total expenditure in SSA for the period 
1971–2004, as reported by Lele et al. (2003) and in the 2003 and 2004 CGIAR financial reports (CGIAR, 
2004; CGIAR, 2005). Some of the included benefits on wheat, maize, beans, and cassava derived from 
research by CIMMYT, CIAT, and IITA predate the establishment of the CGIAR. Thus, investments by 
these centers in SSA prior to joining the CGIAR system need to be accounted for as costs. In the absence of 
readily available data, research investments in SSA by these three centers from 1966–1970 were assumed 
to be at the same level as the total system costs estimated for 1971. This is likely to be an overestimate 
given the lag in establishing a center and starting a research program on the ground.25

Estimating costs by NARS partners
Although the studies included in this review process and meta-analysis only include impact assessments 
of those technologies/products that can be traced to CGIAR research efforts, the benefits generated from 
these technologies could not have been realized without investments by NARS and other partners. Thus, 
throughout this paper, reference made to the contributions of the CGIAR refers to the joint partnership 
between CGIAR and NARS partners. In an ideal scenario, to account for the joint ownership (CGIAR and 
NARS) of the realized benefits, the total costs incurred by NARS and other partners should be included 
in the denominator of the aggregate analysis. In the absence of such aggregate-level data for non-CGIAR 
costs, the authors estimate the relative shares of the CGIAR and NARS partners’ costs based on the 
documented total costs reported in the reviewed studies. They then extrapolate this ratio to the whole 
CGIAR portfolio investment in SSA of US$3.26 billion in nominal dollars (US$4.3 billion in $2004). 
Table 11 illustrates how this ratio is derived. 

Seven of the 23 reviewed impact studies provide cost estimates disaggregated by CGIAR center costs, 
and costs incurred by NARS, non-governmental organizations (NGOs), and other stakeholders. The 
seven studies represent about 2% of total CGIAR investment in SSA to date, and cover the following types 
of research products: improved varieties (Byerlee and Traxler, 1995; Rohrbach et al., 1999); biological 
control technology (Zeddies et al., 2001; Bokonon-Ganta et al., 2002); fodder bank technology (Elbasha 
et al., 1999); mechanical innovation (Rutherford et al., 2001); and integrated aquaculture/agriculture 
(IAA) (Dey et al., 2005). The share of NARS partners in total reported costs of a given project varies from 
less than 30% of a center’s total investment (e.g., Zeddies et al., 2001), to six times the costs of a center’s 
investment (Rohrbach et al., 1999). Most of these studies only reported those NARS costs that directly 
contributed to the assessed benefits. However, the reported NARS costs by the two studies that assess the 
impacts of crop improvement research (Byerlee and Heisey, 1996; Rohrbach et al., 1999) included all the 

25 It is also possible that the benefits included in the analysis may be due to research conducted by the CGIAR system in other 
regions (the spill-over effects). This means that by only including costs incurred by the CGIAR–NARS system in SSA, aggregate 
costs are underestimated.
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NARS costs towards a crop’s breeding program. Since the benefits assessed and reported in this study 
for CGI research only include a subset of outputs of a NARS breeding program (i.e. improved varieties 
attributed to CGIAR crosses only), the reported NARS costs of these two studies were adjusted downward 
to bring the ratio of NARS–CGIAR costs to 2.5. This adjustment ratio is based on the cost analysis of the 
share of NARS costs in the global CIMMYT–NARS crop improvement system reported by Maredia and 
Byerlee (1996).26

After adjusting NARS costs for the two CGI studies to include only those costs that directly contribute to 
the assessed benefits, the weighted average cost share across the sample of seven studies is 53% (or 112% 
of CGIAR costs). In other words, for every dollar invested by the CGIAR system in SSA that results in 
benefits, the NARS in aggregate invest US$1.12 to realize those benefits. This reflects the true partnership 
between CGIAR and NARS in technology development and dissemination efforts. Even though the 
sample of studies (seven) used to derive this average cost share figure is quite small, for the lack of an 
alternative estimate, the authors have used this figure of average costs in the baseline analysis to derive 
total NARS costs and added those to the total CGIAR investments.27 To test the sensitivity of the results 
to the estimated NARS costs, the authors also report the results by increasing the ratio to 2.5 (250%) and 
reducing it to 0.2 (20%).

Deflation and discounting
The reported benefits from each study28 and the costs by CGIAR and NARS were recorded in nominal 
US dollars. Deflation or inflation of currency values was calculated using the US Producer Price Index to 
establish 2004 as the common base-currency year for all included costs and benefits. This was performed 
independently for each of the studies to account for different base-currency years. Once nominally 
adjusted, benefits from the included studies in a given scenario were aggregated to produce total annual 
benefit streams. These were discounted using a 4% real discount rate29, which is consistent with prior 
benefit–cost analyses of long-term research and other public-sector investments (Bazelon and Smetters, 
2001; Raitzer, 2003). To test for the sensitivity of results, the discount rate was reduced to 0% and raised 
up to 10% to reflect a realistic range of potential returns to very long-term, private-sector alternative 
investments.

26 The interpretation of this ratio is that for every dollar spent by CIMMYT in crossing and early generation selection and testing, 
the NARS in aggregate spend US$2.5 (in US$ purchasing power parity) on selection and wide-scale yield testing of this material. 
At the official exchange rate, the NARS costs are estimated to be US$1, in aggregate, to every dollar spent by CIMMYT (Maredia 
and Byerlee, 1996). However, to be conservative, we have used the higher estimated ratio based on US$ purchasing power 
parity.

27 This means that the denominator in the benefit–cost analysis includes total investment by the CGIAR–NARS system in SSA to 
date (from 1966–2004) of US$3.26 billion + (U$3.26 billion × 1.12) = US$6.9 billion.

28 Note that for global assessment studies, included benefits are those that are attributed to SSA, and for CGI research impact 
studies these only include benefits attributed to CGIAR-related germplasm.

29 The discount rate used in the meta-analysis is the ‘real’ rate of interest, or observed rate of interest net of the expected rate of 
inflation. The discount rate of 4% in ‘real’ terms is more on the conservative side within the range of discount rates used for 
long-term public sector investments by governments in industrialized countries (major CGIAR system donors). The discount 
rates used in benefit–cost analyses for long-term investments typically range from 2–3% (e.g., recommended by the US Office 
of Management and Budget) http://www.whitehouse.gov/omb/circulars/a094/a94_appx-c.html), 2.5–3.0% (e.g., used by 
provincial governments in Canada), to 3.5% (recommended by the UK Treasury Department) http://greenbook.treasury.gov.
uk/chapter05.htm#discounting). As the real discount rate is essentially a risk- and inflation-free estimate of the long-term 
opportunity cost of capital, a good proxy is also the interest rate on a 10-year US Government Bond, less the inflation rate. This 
is also in the order of 2–3%.
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The meta-analysis of aggregate costs and benefits can be expressed algebraically as follows:
where,
 TV  =  total value of benefits assessed
 u  =  scenario under which estimate is generated
 t  =  year
 T =  2004 (the base year of the study)
 s  =  start year of benefit period 
 n  =  end year of benefit period
 i  =  particular study included
 z  =  total number of studies reporting benefits/costs for a given scenario
 B =  benefit value of a study (in 2004 US$) 
 r  =  discount rate
 TC  =  total costs of CGIAR–NARS investments in SSA
 f  =  first year of the cost series (1966)
 j  =  most recent year of CGIAR investment (2004)
 G  =  expenditures by the CGIAR system in SSA
 N  =  costs by NARS partners
 BCR = benefit–cost ratio

Aggregation of costs and benefits: results

Results of the meta-analysis
The aggregate total costs of the CGIAR–NARS partnership investment in SSA for the period 1966–2004 
are estimated to be US$9.2 billion (in real dollars). This translates to a present value (in 2004) of US$16.9 
billion. One of the questions addressed by this meta-analysis is: “How do the documented benefits of 
research in SSA, which are directly attributed to the CGIAR system, compare with these aggregate total 
investments to date?” Note that the BCRs or IRRs derived from the meta-analysis are not absolute values 
of indicators of the impact of CGIAR–NARS investments to date, as the studies reviewed do not quantify 
the value of all impacts of research in the region.  Thus, these values should be considered conservative 
lower-bound estimates, since costs are total, but benefits are partial.

The benefits reported in the 23 assessments justify the entire CGIAR–NARS investment in SSA to date in 
all but one of the six scenarios considered for the meta-analysis (Figure 10 and Table 12).30 The only sub-
scenario where the present value of documented benefits is less than the present value of costs is the ex 
post subset of ‘substantially demonstrated benefits.’

The estimated ‘potential’ benefits give the most complete picture of possible benefits to have accrued to 
the CGIAR–NARS investment to date. However, these benefits include results that were rated low on the 
transparency and rigor criteria, and thus may not provide full confidence in the results. Total present 
value of ‘potential’ documented benefits is estimated at US$17.3 billion in the ex post sub-scenario and 
US$27.8 billion in the ex post + ex ante sub-scenario. Nineteen studies are included in the category of 
‘plausible’ benefits. These benefits have been calculated with at least a moderate degree of rigor. Four 
of the 23 studies are eliminated from this category due to unclear or limited data sources for such key 
parameters as adoption and productivity changes. The aggregate lower-bound BCR is at least 1.0 in the ex 
post scenario and 1.5 in the ex post + ex ante. Similarly, the minimum IRRs are 4% and 8% respectively 
for the two scenarios. These are respectable returns considering the long-term nature of investments 
being considered.

30 Since this is strictly an ex post assessment, no attempt is made to project the CGIAR–NARS costs beyond 2004 in any scenario. 
The documented benefits beyond 2004 that are included in the ex post + ex ante sub-scenario are projected benefits of past 
investments and do not require additional investment beyond 2004.
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The scenario of ‘substantially demonstrated’ benefits provides highly robust estimates of aggregate benefits 
since it includes only those benefits that have been calculated with higher analytical rigor. The application 
of higher analytical rigor reduces the number of studies from 19 to 9 under this scenario. The criteria that 
excluded studies from this scenario primarily relate to the use of simple assumptions and data treatment, 
which lack sufficient justification in the assessments’ text.

As indicated in Figure 10, the BCRs based on the aggregation of ‘substantially demonstrated’ benefits 
are at least 0.92 and 1.12 for the ex post and ex post + ex ante sub-scenarios respectively. These results 
indicate that when the most conservative scenario of benefit aggregation and time period analysis are 
considered, documented benefits nearly match costs.

Under all the scenarios, close to 85% of documented total benefits stem from the biological control 
research assessed in four studies. More than 90% of these benefits are contributed by just one study 
assessing the impacts of biological control of cassava mealybug. Some 10–15% of total benefits are derived 
from improved varieties and about 1% of total benefits stem from other types of research assessed in four 
studies, namely, improved farm inputs and management practices.

While the benefits in the ex post sub-scenario are highly robust, it should be recognized that many research 
investments (e.g., cassava, cowpea, and sorghum31) that can be reasonably expected to accrue benefits are 
omitted. Also omitted are benefits realized in SSA from CGIAR research in other regions and those that 
spilled over from SSA to other regions. The estimated benefits do not account for the future continuation 
of benefits of research beyond the year of individual analysis (Table 12). Exclusion of these potential 
benefits that have been realized but not documented, and hence not included in the meta–analysis, makes 
the estimated BCRs in all the scenarios highly conservative. Thus, the estimated BCRs and IRR 
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Figure 10.  Comparison of estimated costs and documented benefits of joint CGIAR–NARS investment 
under three scenarios of aggregation of economic impact and two time periods

31 Note that the three impact studies on sorghum included in the meta-analysis are variety- and country-specific studies covering 
the period from the 1980s to the 1990s. In the context of 2000, the combined adoption area represented by these three impact 
studies is less than a quarter of the estimated area planted to CGIAR-related improved sorghum varieties.
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Year

Total 
CGIAR–NARS 

costs a

‘Substantially 
demonstrated’ benefits ‘Plausible’ benefits ‘Potential’ benefits

ex post ex post + ex ante ex post ex post + ex ante ex post ex post + ex ante

1966 270.51 – – – – – –
1967  259.45 – – – – – –
1968  243.39 – – – – – –
1969  225.22 – – – – – –
1970  209.00 – – – – – –
1971  194.49 – – – – – –
1972  236.48 – – – – – –
1973  255.88 – – – – – –
1974  286.50 – – – – – –
1975  347.50 – – – – – –
1976  422.61 – – – – – –
1977  473.03 – – – – – –
1978  462.60  8.51  8.51  8.51  8.51  8.51   8.51
1979  456.67  14.32  14.32  14.34  14.34  14.34  14.34
1980  554.09  16.87  16.87  16.91  16.91  16.91  16.91
1981  546.68  14.88  14.88  14.96  14.96  14.96  14.96
1982  564.26  52.90  52.90  53.18  53.18  53.18  53.18
1983  575.85 192.26 192.26 193.01 193.01 193.01  193.01
1984  515.09 234.58 234.58 236.13 236.22 236.13  236.13
1985  534.97 364.52 364.52 367.86 368.07 367.86  367.86
1986  571.78 701.16 701.16 707.08 707.32 707.08  707.08
1987  585.69 848.14 848.14 852.66 852.75 852.66  852.66
1988  554.80 884.38 884.38 892.94 892.94 892.94  892.94
1989  588.80 798.71 798.71 807.18 807.18 807.18  807.18
1990  591.04 1,013.90 1,013.90 1,031.37 1,031.37 1,031.37 1,031.37
1991  570.70 1,125.41 1,125.41 1,151.95 1,151.95 1,151.95 1,151.95
1992  539.92 1,001.77 1,001.77 1,023.97 1,023.97 1,023.97 1,023.97
1993  485.01 968.24 968.24 995.04 995.04 1,000.45 1,000.45
1994  475.50 939.85 939.85 976.35 976.35 987.43  987.43
1995  464.78 815.72 815.72 853.24 853.24 869.80  869.80
1996  453.74 910.34 910.34 954.31 954.31 976.51  976.51
1997  453.05 706.82 706.82 775.39 775.39 803.84  803.84
1998  434.43 683.85 683.85 1,390.15 1,439.76 1,674.18 1,723.79
1999  434.13 637.15 637.15 699.44 1,399.35 736.97 1,675.59
2000  384.80 587.70 587.70 646.05 1,282.26 685.09 1,538.30
2001  403.80 553.88 553.88 593.53 1,198.58 593.84 1,405.25
2002  418.42 547.92 547.92 598.23 1,171.55 598.30 1,374.70
2003  421.38 504.92 504.92 541.70 1,063.80 541.84 1,249.31
2004  423.47 454.17 454.17 488.60 951.41 490.12 1,120.79
2005 – 435.01 – 914.98 – 1,078.53
2006 – 418.52 – 883.04 – 1,041.69
2007 – 404.58 – 844.22 –  998.18
2008 – 391.38 – 441.76 –  448.42
2009 – 372.14 – 420.59 –  422.08
2010 – 354.27 – 400.85 –  402.86
2011 – 340.38 – 385.17 –  387.83
2012 – 324.92 – 361.47 –  364.93
2013 – 314.12 – 349.27 –  353.71
2014 –  3.31 –  37.10 –  42.73
2015 –  3.18 –  35.68 –  42.72
2016 –  3.06 –  34.30 –  41.13
2017 –  2.94 –  32.99 –  32.99
2018 –  2.83 –  31.72 –  31.72
2019 – – –  27.77 –  27.77
2020 –  – –  10.68 –  10.68

Aggregate  16,889 15,583 18,954 16,884 25,645 17,330  27,826

Table 12.  Annual benefit and cost estimates for research investments of CGIAR–NARS partnerships 
under different scenarios of study selection

a  Present value in 2004 US$ million
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should be viewed as the lower bounds of possible ratios and rates of return. These are 
likely to be substantially higher in actuality.

Sensitivity analysis
Figure 11 shows the sensitivity of the lower bounds of BCRs to real discount rates. If the real discount rate 
is raised to 8% or more, these ratios become less than unity for all scenarios of aggregate benefits and sub-
scenarios of benefit projections. The BCRs are more sensitive to changes in the real discount rate, and the 
sub-scenarios to benefits included (ex post versus ex post + ex ante) rather than to scenarios of benefit 
aggregation (‘plausible’ and ‘substantially demonstrated’). This is largely due to the fact that a single study 
accounts for the vast majority of benefits in all scenarios, while the other smaller studies that are not 
included in the more selective scenarios do not raise aggregate benefit levels significantly. 

The results of this meta-analysis are probably more accurate if the seven impact assessment studies 
sampled are representative of the supplementary costs of NARS on CGIAR outputs. However, if they are 
not, these results may over- or under-estimate the true BCRs. To test the sensitivity of the results to the 
NARS costs included in the denominator, the BCRs for the ‘substantially demonstrated’ and ‘potential’ 
scenarios were estimated by varying the NARS–CGIAR cost ratio from 25–250% (Figure 12). 

In the base scenario where the estimated NARS costs are 112% of total CGIAR system costs, the minimum 
BCR is more than unity in the ex post + ex ante sub-scenario but less than unity in the ex post sub-
scenario. The estimated benefits in the ex post sub-scenario can justify total CGIAR–NARS investments if 
NARS costs are less than 100% of the known total CGIAR costs to date. Similarly, the estimated benefits 
in the ex post + ex ante sub-scenario can justify total CGIAR–NARS investments for NARS costs of up 
to 130% of CGIAR costs. For the all-inclusive scenario of ‘potential’ benefits, the estimated benefits can 
justify total investments by CGIAR–NARS for a cost share assumption of up to 250%.
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Figure 11.  Sensitivity of aggregated benefit–cost ratios to real discount rates under six scenarios 
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Figure 12.  Sensitivity of aggregated benefit–cost ratios to NARS costs under the ‘substantially 
demonstrated’ and ‘potential’ benefits scenarios 

It is very unlikely that the NARS costs in the joint CGIAR–NARS partnership will be less than 25% of 
CGIAR investment, given the fact that none of the surveyed impact studies reported such a low cost share 
by NARS in the assessed projects. It is also unreasonable to assume that the aggregate NARS costs in 
this partnership will be more than 250% of CGIAR investment, given the fact that the median cost share 
reported in the surveyed studies is about 130%. The main result of the baseline analysis, which shows 
that investments by CGIAR–NARS are fully recovered if benefits considered are as reported or projected 
for 10 years hence, holds true for a reasonable range of NARS cost share assumptions. Thus, it is quite 
reasonable to conclude that the results of this meta-analysis are robust for a large range of plausible NARS 
cost–share assumptions.

Discussion of results

One of the purposes of this paper is to assess available evidence of agricultural research impact in order 
to offer a systematic answer to the question: “Has investment by the CGIAR–NARS partnership in SSA 
been justified by documented benefits to date?” Based on the results of the meta-analysis, the answer 
to this question is, “Yes, in five out of six scenarios of extreme assumptions, the documented benefits 
(which represent 5% of the total invested) do exceed the investments to date of the entire CGIAR–NARS 
partnership in SSA.” However, this answer needs to be qualified by several observations and explanations 
that give a more complete understanding of the impacts of agricultural research in SSA.

First, although the aggregate benefits exceed aggregate costs, the documented levels of the impact of CGIAR 
research in SSA do not match those calculated for the overall global system (Raitzer, 2003). Second, the 
benefits documented for the region are relatively unique in that most are generated from biological control 
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research, few are generated by CGI, and none or very insignificant levels are generated by other types 
of research. The summary of studies included in the meta-analysis in Table 13 depicts the coverage of 
different types of outputs, their corresponding time periods, and assessed benefit values. This summary 
also illustrates the gaps in the coverage by depicting areas of research not included in the meta-analysis. 

Impacts of research on crop germplasm improvement
Estimates of CGI research benefits in the meta-analysis cover eight food crops – beans, cassava, maize, 
millet, potato, rice, sorghum, and wheat. Together, they contribute US$2.4 billion (14% of total estimated 
benefits) towards the present value estimates of total potential benefits (US$17.3 billion). These 
documented impacts are attributed to six CGIAR centers and their NARS partners: ICRISAT (US$440 
million for millet and sorghum); IITA (US$418 million for maize); Centro Internacional de la Papa (CIP; 
International Potato Center) (US$369 million for potatoes); CIMMYT (US$337 million for maize and 
wheat); WARDA (US$321 million for rice); CIAT (US$276 million for beans); and CIAT/IITA (US$250 
million for cassava). The impact studies on maize, rice, wheat and beans are comprehensive in geographic 
coverage and include benefits aggregated over the entire SSA or a sub-region. However, the included 
benefits for sorghum, millet, and potato are examples of benefits realized from the adoption of specific 
varieties in specific countries.

The sparse coverage of assessed benefits (both in terms of the time period and crops) included in the meta-
analysis indicates that the estimated benefits of US$2.4 billion for CGI research are an underestimate of 
its potential benefits. 

The first factor contributing to underestimated benefits is the fact that the included benefits represent the 
impacts realized on about 8.9 million ha of cropped area planted to CGIAR-related varieties.32 This implies 
that impacts of CGIAR-related varieties on 21% of estimated adoption area (equivalent to 2.3 million ha of 
area planted to CGIAR-related varieties in the late 1990s) are not included in the meta-analysis (Table 6).33 
These potential benefits include important food crops such as cowpea, and the undocumented impacts of 
sorghum, millet, and potato for which the estimated benefits in the meta-analysis only represent specific 
countries and varieties.

The second factor is that the time coverage of benefits is not comprehensive (Table 13). There are gaps 
in the time period covered, even though the evidence suggests adoption of CGIAR-related varieties for 
the seven crops in years following and prior to those covered by the study (Evenson, 2003). Based on the 
estimated adoption of improved varieties of these CGIAR-mandated food crops and their contributions to 
yield growth, Evenson (2003) estimated the rate of return of the contribution of international agricultural 
research centers to CGI research in SSA at 68%.34 The single year estimates included in the present study 
for important food crops like maize, rice, and cassava, and the gaps in the covered time period for wheat 
thus reflect uncounted benefits, which may be in hundreds of millions of US$.

Impacts of new or improved agricultural inputs
The meta-analysis includes two studies on new or improved agricultural inputs that increase the efficiency 
of a farming system by either reducing the factor costs (labor or capital), or increasing the production of 

32 This is based on the area planted to CGIAR-related improved maize varieties in late 1990s (3.6 million ha), wheat (1.8 million 
ha), cassava (1.6 million ha), rice (1 million ha) and beans (0.26 million ha); and area planted to CGIAR-related varieties reported 
in each study for sorghum (0.56 million ha), millet (0.13 million ha), and potato (0.06 million ha).

33 This is a crude estimate and does not take into account the variation over time in total area planted to different crops and the 
adoption of CGIAR-related varieties. It is also based on the assumption that the adoption claims documented in Table 6 are 
credible and plausible.

34 Note that this rate of return is an estimate of returns to investments on only CGI research. Hence it is not comparable with the 
estimated IRR of the current analysis, which includes all investments by the CGIAR–NARS system to date.
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final outputs (crop and animal yields). The improved agricultural inputs under study were the broadbed-
maker plough, and the fodder bank technology, developed by ILRI–NARS partnerships. 

Unlike CGI research, which remains an ongoing program activity at most commodity centers, these studies 
represent examples of projects with specific objectives that are specifically undertaken for a period of time. 
The broadbed-maker plough was an outcome of a joint collaborative project involving ILRI, ICRISAT, and 
an Ethiopian NARS from 1986–1998. The estimated total benefit of US$0.8 million (present value) for 
this technology is one of the lowest estimates included in the meta-analysis. The reason for this is mainly 
its low level of adoption (due to the weight and cost of the technology). This technology was estimated to 
be in use on only 625 ha of planted wheat and teff at the time of the project analysis (1999), 14 years after 
the project was initiated (Rutherford et al., 2001). The estimated area of adoption represents about 0.2% 
of the potential area on which this technology could be applied. This is the only study in the meta-analysis 
where the estimated ex post benefits do not exceed the total project cost. In order to realize positive net 
benefits, the study estimated that adoption levels would need to increase significantly from the observed 
625 ha to 213,000 ha (0.2–4.2% of the total wheat and teff area in Ethiopia). 

The study by Elbasha et al. (1999) assesses the benefits of ILRI–NARS research investments in fodder 
bank technology from 1978–1997. The technology was promoted in West Africa as a method of fencing 
and planting forage legumes to alleviate shortages experienced by agropastoralists during the dry season. 
The estimated ex post benefits of US$55 million (present value) stem from the impact of this technology 
on increased meat and milk production. These benefit levels are based on an estimated adoption rate by 
the 1997 of 27,000 farmers (19,000 ha) across 16 countries in West Africa. Assuming that 1% of highly 
suitable land could potentially be planted with the forage legume promoted by this project, the estimated 
adoption rate represents a little over one-third of its potential (Elbasha et al., 1999).

The estimated adoption levels of 625 ha for the broadbed-maker plough and 19,000 ha for the fodder 
bank technology are small adoption estimates when compared with the CGI research outputs. However, 
the estimated realized benefits per hectare of adopted area per year for these two technologies are in the 
range of US$130–180, which are comparable with the average benefits per year and per hectare of the 
adoption of improved crop varieties. 

These two studies illustrate the complexity of realizing net positive benefits from research on technologies 
developed for a particular target population that require significant resources for their dissemination. 
Unlike improved varieties, these technologies spread slowly on their own, and considerable facilitation in 
terms of training, information, and materials is required to promote them.

It is difficult to assess the extent to which the total estimated benefits of CGIAR–NARS research on 
improved agricultural inputs (US$56 million in 2004) represent the actual benefits that may have been 
realized from CGIAR–NARS investments in this category. Table 8 lists studies that assesses the adoption 
and farm-level impacts of a fodder shrub technology promoted to smallholder dairy farmers by ICRAF 
and the Kenya Agricultural Research Institute (Franzel et al., 2002). This study reports the adoption 
of this technology reaching less than 1% of Kenya’s smallholder dairy farmers (2000). A more recent 
estimate of adoption of this technology shows its spread to about 48,000 smallholder dairy farmers in 
Kenya (7–8% of potential), and about 38,000 farmers in neighboring Tanzania, Uganda, and Rwanda 
(Franzel and Mwanda, 2005).

Impacts of biological control research
The documented benefits of research on biological control of several pests that threaten the production of 
major commodities in SSA contribute more than 80% of the total estimated benefits in the meta-analysis. 
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These benefits stem from four IITA-led collaborative projects on biological control of the cassava mealybug 
(Zeddies et al., 2001), cassava green mite (Coulibaly et al., 2004), mango mealybug (Bokonon-Ganta et al., 
2002), and water hyacinth (de Groote et al., 2003). The estimated ex post discounted benefits from only 
one study, the cassava mealybug, recovers 80% of the total investments by the CGIAR–NARS partnership 
in SSA to date. These benefits are quite significant and allude to the considerable success of this program 
but also show that the results and conclusions drawn from the meta-analysis rely heavily on evidence from 
the cassava mealybug study. Total documented benefits to date from the introduction of Apoanagyrus 
lopezi (the control agent) to control the cassava mealybug are estimated at US$13.9 billion. This figure 
is derived from the value of crop losses averted on about 9 million ha of cassava harvested in SSA. These 
benefits are attributed to the mass-rearing of A. lopezi and its release in about 150 sites across 20 countries 
over several years in the early 1980s. This case study on cassava mealybug is the most comprehensive 
in terms of geographic coverage in the meta-analysis. The results from Zeddies et al. (1999) confirm the 
projected high returns from an earlier impact study by Norgaard (1988) on the same technology.35

The other impact studies of biological control included in the meta-analysis are limited in geographic 
scope and time, and thus explain the lower estimated total discounted benefits (e.g., US$529 million 
for mango mealybug and US$218 million for water hyacinth) relative to cassava mealybug (Table 13). 
The benefits of the control of mango mealybug are derived from the research, rearing and release of the 
parasitic wasp (the control agent) at several sites in Benin from 1988–1993 by IITA–NARS partners. The 
benefits are estimated as the difference in the value of mango production before and after the introduction 
of the control agent at a household level. The estimated gain per household in mango production is then 
extrapolated to the entire country of Benin based on the number of households producing mangoes and 
the proportion of area affected by the control agent. The actual benefits of the mango mealybug control 
program are estimated to be much higher than documented by Bokonon-Ganta et al. (2002), since 
they did not include the benefits in other Central African countries where the control agents were later 
disseminated at little additional cost.

The study on the impacts of the biological control of water hyacinth is limited to southern Benin (de Groote 
et al., 2003). The estimated total benefits of US$218 million are derived from averting lost revenues for 
men (mostly fishing) and for women (trade) as a result of the reduction in the water hyacinth cover in 
rivers and lakes. Similarly, the study by Coulibaly et al. (2004) assesses impacts of research on biological 
control of cassava green mite in Nigeria, Ghana and Benin. The impacts of this research are derived from 
the value of increased cassava yields across the areas covered by the biological control agent.

The benefits in the meta-analysis of the biological control programs show that classical biological control 
is a cost-effective and sustainable way of averting economic and environmental losses due to pests (Alene 
et al., 2005). However, the estimated total benefits do not capture all the benefits from the CGIAR centers 
regarding biological control and other integrated pest management (IPM) technologies. Additionally, 
actual benefits would be expected to be higher than those highlighted in the meta-analysis since the three 
studies included capture only the conventional financial benefits of biological control of pests, while the 
benefits to ecological and human health have not been estimated.

Impacts of new or improved management practices and research on natural resource management
The evidence of impacts in this area of CGIAR research is insignificant (US$2.6 million in present value) 
compared with the total documented discounted benefits of US$17.3 billion. These benefits are derived 

35 Since both the studies deal with the same technology, only the more recent study by Zeddies et al. (1999) is included in the 
meta-analysis. The study by Zeddies et al. is based on much more reliable data than those available to and reported by Norgaard 
(1988).
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from two recent studies on the impact of improved integrated aquaculture–agriculture (IAA) management 
practices (Dey et al., 2005), and the impacts of the fertilizer tree fallow system (Ajayi et al., 2005). The two 
studies assess the impacts of these technologies related to natural resource management (NRM) in Malawi 
and Zambia respectively. The benefits of these technologies (US$1.3 million each in present value) are 
derived from increased productivity of farm outputs directly affected by improved management practices. 
These estimates do not include any environmental, social, or health benefits, and are therefore considered 
as lower bounds of potential impacts. The results allude to the location-specificity of such technologies, 
and the dependence on local governments and NGOs in extending them to realize wider-scale impacts.

The missing impacts of research in the meta-analysis: what do they suggest?
As illustrated in Table 13, the meta-analysis includes a small number of studies representing three major 
types of research outputs: improved varieties; improved inputs; and biological control. The absence of 
notable impacts of other types of research outputs in which the CGIAR has invested significant resources is 
quite apparent. This raises a question of whether these missing benefits are due to the lack of documented 
impacts, or the lack of impact itself. Some of the important missing benefits include: research on breeding 
improved varieties of cowpea, pigeonpea, plantain, soybean, sweet potato, and yam; genetic improvement 
of fisheries; NRM; research on biodiversity; enhancing governance; improving policy; and strengthening 
NARS. 

However, for some commodity research such as that on groundnut, sorghum, rice, millet, and potato, 
the evidence of documented adoption suggests that the missing benefits are principally due to the lack of 
assessment rather than lack of impact. This also holds true for some types of research under the category 
of integrated natural resource management. Several studies were found that document the diffusion and 
adopter-level impacts of technologies such as improved fallow, fertilizer trees, alley farming, and no-till 
(Manyong et al., 1999; Ekboir et al., 2002). However, due to the lack of estimated benefits, these studies 
are not included in the meta-analysis. Some of the studies document significant adoption in recent years 
and thus project substantial benefits in the future (Ajayi et al., 2005; Dey et al., 2005). Thus, the estimates 
of adoption and the projected significant benefits of some of these technologies suggest that investments 
in this type of research are likely to yield positive benefits. Their exclusion from the meta-analysis is a 
reflection of the early stages of adoption (thus making it difficult to estimate ex post benefits), and not a 
lack of impact potential.

Nevertheless, the currently available evidence that environmental protection and policy-oriented research 
have generated substantial regional benefits is rather limited when compared to productivity-enhancing 
investments in CGI and biological control. While methodological limitations prevent a definite conclusion 
that such areas of CGIAR research have had few actual benefits, there is much more uncertainty about the 
returns of these investments. This uncertainty may reduce expected benefits from investments in these 
areas.

Moreover, there may be some reason to expect that actual levels of impact are likely to be limited. 
Effective application of policy and environmentally oriented research findings often require substantial 
local implementation capacity as recommendations are embedded in local regulatory frameworks and the 
actions of other agencies. Therefore, if regulations are not enforced due to limited organizational capacity, 
ineffective institutions, and/or problems of corruption, the impact of such research will be constrained. 
Thus, in the context of SSA, where local implementation capacity is particularly limited, the benefits from 
such activities may be especially restricted.

Increased CGIAR resources have been devoted to research in policy and environmental protection in 
the region, while investments in productivity-enhancing research have stagnated or declined in recent 
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years. The rationale for this shift is not entirely clear, and may be somewhat questionable in light of the 
particular uncertainty that is characteristic of the potential impacts of environmental and policy-oriented 
research. Taking this into account, the CGIAR centers need to better define how and why investment in 
these areas should be realistically expected to benefit large numbers of Africa’s poor.

The following observations summarize the benefit–cost meta-analysis: 

1. The total investments by the CGIAR–NARS partnership in SSA to date are estimated at US$16.9 billion 
(US$2004). The documented total benefits aggregated across all (ex post + ex ante sub-scenario) the 
‘potential’, ‘plausible’, and ‘substantially demonstrated’ scenarios fully recover this total investment to 
date.

2. If only reported benefits to 2004 are considered, in at least one extremely conservative scenario, 
the aggregated benefits are not enough to cover the total investments to date by the CGIAR–NARS 
partnership. The estimated deficit in the level of ex post benefits to justify the total CGIAR–NARS 
costs is US$1.3 billion (in compounded US$2004).

3. Several missing or non-quantified estimates of ‘plausible’ or ‘substantially demonstrated’ benefits for 
which adoption is documented, and/or time coverage is limited suggest that the actual deficit may 
be lower than reported in this assessment, or non-existent. The BCRs and the IRRs reported in 
this study should therefore be viewed as the lower bounds of possible ratios and rates of 
return, which are likely to be substantially higher in actuality and which will grow over 
time. 

Limitations of the benefit–cost meta-analysis

The most important limitation of this analysis is that the impact assessment coverage of research 
investments by the CGIAR has been neither systematic nor comprehensive. The presence of a number of 
research outputs with high observed levels of adoption but no impact assessments, suggests that some 
likely impacts have not been quantified. If such is the case, the results presented here are certainly biased 
downwards. Similarly, the exclusion of any ex ante projections of continuation of aggregate benefits prior 
to and beyond the years of analysis also creates a downward bias in the results.

The validity and accuracy of the meta-analysis approach used in this study depends upon a number of 
key assumptions. The analysis is based on documented studies that have only assessed positive benefits 
of CGIAR–NARS research efforts. No systematic effort has been made to assess and quantify the impacts 
of unintended or inappropriate outputs within the CGIAR. If CGIAR research in SSA has indeed led to 
technologies or products that may have had negative impacts, the results presented in this assessment 
may be an overestimate of aggregate benefits; the estimated BCRs may not be the lower-bound potential 
impacts as claimed. However, given the problem of attribution and lack of data availability, no attempt is 
made to account for negative impacts.

The limited number of studies included in the assessment makes it difficult to conduct any comprehensive 
analysis of the CGIAR’s total investment portfolio. While the present analysis demonstrates whether past 
investment in research in SSA has been minimally justified by known and measurable benefits, the results 
are of limited relevance to future allocation of CGIAR investments. Due to attribution difficulties for 
many research areas, it should be recognized that limited documented impact in certain areas does not 
necessarily mean that benefits have not been generated.

The analysis is based on secondary sources of data (i.e. other impact studies) and as such, depends on the 
clarity of the text of published reports or data files received from the study authors. Hence, the data used 
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in the meta-analysis are not free from interpretation errors. In some cases, these assumptions may over- 
or underestimate the methodological sophistication of the included analyses, thus affecting the placement 
of a study within the three scenarios (potential, plausible, and substantially demonstrated).

The approach presented for the aggregate benefit–cost analysis points to the difficulty of estimating 
the NARS costs when data are limited. As such, the results of these analyses are based on assumptions 
and parameter values derived from a small sample of studies in the review list. If these assumptions are 
incorrect, or if the CGIAR–NARS cost ratio used is not representative of true values, the results may over- 
or underestimate the benefits attributed to the CGIAR system. However, for plausible values of cost ratio, 
the results suggest that the BCRs are close to or greater than unity.
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5. Recommendations for Future Assessment Activities 
 by International Agricultural Research Centers and the  
 Standing Panel on Impact Assessment

The present study has observed a number of trends in the patterns of impacts documented in SSA that 
merit further investigation. The results and conclusions drawn from the meta-analysis rely heavily on 
the evidence of benefits from one impact study on the biological control research of cassava mealybug 
(Zeddies et al., 1999). This reduces the weight of the results even though the aggregate benefit estimates 
are based on the most conservative assumptions. More evidence of large-scale impacts from diverse areas 
of research is therefore urgently needed to validate the results and conclusions of this meta-analysis.

The authors had a rich pool of adoption literature from which to choose. However, most of these studies 
were of factors affecting adoption, which, although useful for informing research planning, do not provide 
all of the information necessary for large-scale estimates of research benefits.

A fairly substantial pool of large-scale adoption estimates do exist for an array of CGI activities. About 
two-thirds of the area represented by these estimates has been subjected to further rigorous ex post 
impact assessment. However, many of these assessments on important food crops (e.g., maize, rice, 
cassava, and wheat) have only estimated benefits from one single year. This means that substantial likely 
impacts realized from adoption over longer time periods, wider geographic areas, and more food crops 
(e.g., cowpea, sorghum, and groundnut) have escaped assessment, and conclusions about impacts in the 
region are thus inherently conditional. Clearly, additional work is needed to assess the impact of these 
CGI efforts thoroughly. More comprehensive studies of the impacts of CGIAR–NARS research akin to 
Byerlee and Traxler (1995) are needed to document impacts of these important food crops in SSA.

Comparatively little rigorous evidence exists of large-scale adoption or impact in the region from outputs 
other than those of biological control research or CGI. Given widely acknowledged methodological 
difficulties in the impact assessment of certain research outputs (such as policy-oriented information), 
it cannot be conclusively interpreted that these activities have had no impact. This observation certainly 
warrants further investigation by SPIA. Other than for productivity enhancement, there are no major 
large-scale studies (e.g., in NRM, policy, or biodiversity conservation) of the impacts of CGIAR research 
in SSA, yet resources allocated to such studies are continuing to increase. This points to the need for 
a serious evaluation of the impacts of these areas of research to better inform research priority setting 
within the CGIAR system. 

To address this issue comprehensively, improved assessment methods for research areas that are difficult 
to assess are also needed. SPIA’s ongoing NRM impact assessment study and impact assessment studies 
on policy-oriented research may make important contributions in this regard. With methodological 
progress, perhaps a new array of research benefits will be revealed from these research activities.

It must also be noted that many of the older research activities with little evidence of extensive adoption 
or impact are fairly conventional productivity-oriented farm-level technologies that should pose fewer 
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methodological problems for conventional impact assessment. While there have been reviews of factors 
affecting adoption in the region, no analysis to date has systematically exploited the full extent of these 
studies. Thus, in a follow-up phase, it may be useful to quantitatively investigate the prevalence of different 
observed adoption constraints for these technologies in the SSA context.
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6. Conclusions

While the aggregate picture of SSA is often depicted as gloomy, there has been encouraging progress in 
some parts of the continent. However, this progress and the causal links between agricultural research and 
developmental impacts are often less obvious in SSA than in other regions. It is in this context that this 
study has attempted to inventory, synthesize and assess documented impacts of CGIAR–NARS partner 
research. 

The review of documented impacts of CGIAR research has revealed not only what the impacts are, but 
also the gaps in impact assessment coverage. The majority of the studies reviewed assess productivity 
impacts of new technologies. Very few studies were found that measure or document the social, equity, 
environmental, health, and other types of impacts of agricultural research. This is not peculiar to the SSA 
region, but represents the profile of the impact assessment literature globally, and reflects the fact that 
the methodology for quantifying productivity impacts of research outputs or outcomes is much more 
advanced than the methodology for quantifying other types of research impacts.

The results of the meta-analysis of aggregate costs and benefits indicate that in all but one scenario, the 
aggregate benefits generated from documented impacts exceed the total investments in CGIAR–NARS 
research in SSA to date. These estimates are based on extremely conservative assumptions and indicate 
that this is a rare achievement in a region that is more often recognized for its development failures than 
its successes. This conclusion, however, goes hand-in-hand with the following observations about the 
documented impacts. 

First, the documented levels of impact of CGIAR research in SSA do not match those calculated for the 
overall global system (Raitzer, 2003). Furthermore, the benefits documented for the region are relatively 
unique in that more than 80% of the benefits are generated by one study on the biological control of 
cassava mealybug. This makes it difficult to draw any strategic conclusions about the total investment 
portfolio of the CGIAR in SSA. 

Second, it should be noted that few of the documented benefits are generated by CGI. This stands in 
marked contrast to observations at a global level, where more than three-quarters of CGIAR research 
benefits result from such activities (Raitzer, 2003). When it is considered that CGI research by international 
agricultural research centers has contributed to varieties cultivated over an estimated 11 million ha in 
SSA, this dichotomy becomes particularly apparent. Even if yield gains have been slight, it seems that 
improved documentation of the impacts of such extensive adoption should raise aggregate benefits for 
the region considerably.

Third, compared with the rest of the world, a higher proportion of the expenditure of the CGIAR in SSA 
has been in the areas of NRM research, strengthening of NARS, and policy-oriented research. However, 
the lack of documented impacts for this research in SSA begs the question: “Is this due to well-recognized 
difficulties in the attribution and quantification of such benefits (Schuh and Tollini, 1978; Ryan, 2002; 
and Kelley and Gregersen, 2003), or is it due to lack of impact itself?” Until appropriate methods are 
better developed for these research areas, this question cannot be fully answered. 
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To reinforce and validate the results of the meta-analysis that the CGIAR–NARS research partnerships 
in SSA have generated net positive gains, CGIAR centers and SPIA should invest resources to document 
evidence of large-scale impacts from areas of research that present attribution difficulties. Once relevant 
assessment methods are developed and coverage is expanded, it is almost certain that many additional 
benefits will be revealed, and the BCRs reported here will prove to be substantial underestimates.
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