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I. Motivating an agricultural lab to study small-scale 
farmers’ food security, productivity, profitability, and 
environmental sustainability 
Supporting small-scale agriculture remains critical to reducing extreme hunger and poverty in 
low- and middle-income countries (LMICs). The prevalence of moderate and severe food 
insecurity remains high, affecting 28.9 percent of the world’s population, including over 864 
million facing severe food insecurity (FAO et al., 2024). Despite diverse agricultural systems, 
many regions remain net food importers and continue to face the aftereffects of the pandemic 
(FAO, 2023). And this is particularly true for Africa, Oceania, and Small-Developing Island 
States (UNCTAD, 2020), with Africa importing over 60 percent of food, more than double the 
global average of 29.6 percent (FAO, 2023). 

While the immediate shocks of Covid-19 have subsided, recovery has been uneven. Persistent 
supply chain delays, labor shortages, and input constraints continue to strain agri-food systems, 
underscoring the need for resilience-building, diversified supply chains, and adaptive policy 
responses to strengthen food security (Monsuru et al., 2024). Climate change is another factor 
intensifying food insecurity as more frequent and intense weather shocks affect production. 
Climate change is expected to reduce yields of staple crops by up to 30 percent by mid-century 
due to lower productivity and higher likelihood of crop failure (Jain et al., 2015). 

Given this complex environment, improving the agricultural productivity of small-scale farmers, 
who form the backbone of agriculture in many LMICs, is a critical objective to improve global 
food security. Evidence suggests that a primary way to increase productivity is through the 
adoption of agricultural technologies, of which fertilizer, more resilient and/or higher 
productivity seeds, and irrigation equipment, are prime examples (J-PAL, 2019). However, 
technology adoption in LMICs remains disproportionately low. The world average fertilizer 
application rate is about 134.2 kilograms per hectare of arable land (FAO, 2022). In sharp 
contrast, this rate in Sub-Saharan Africa is only 18.2 kilograms per hectare (FAO, 2022), while in 
low-income countries globally it is just 6.4 kilograms per hectare in 2022 (FAO, 2022). 

A robust evidence base, some of which was funded through the Agricultural Technology 
Adoption Initiative (ATAI), has demonstrated that alleviating the constraints that farmers face in 
adopting new technologies, like access to credit and savings, information, and inputs, among 
others, can help improve farmer productivity (Jack, 2013; Suri and Udry, 2024). However, 
evidence also suggests that technology adoption is not the only factor hindering productivity, 
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nor should productivity be the only goal. Supporting farmers’ profitability and transition out of 
subsistence farming is another key step to improving farmers’ welfare. Hence, the literature 
funded to date has also focused on connecting farmers to input and output markets, developing 
contracts, supporting value-added activities, and the diversification of production (J-PAL, 2019).  

Despite growing evidence on the conditions for agricultural technology adoption and market 
access, there are gaps in the evidence, particularly around strategies to improve farmers’ 
productivity, profitability, food security, and environmental sustainability. There is a unique 
opportunity for the private sector to support evidence-informed business development that aims 
to enhance the agricultural operations’ efficiency and productivity, optimize input utilization, and 
improve the economic returns from the farming activities, while contributing in parallel to 
broader objectives of food security and sustainable agricultural development for small-scale 
farmers. For example, due to the private sector’s operational scale and incentives to quickly 
respond to market changes, the sector is uniquely positioned to support farmers to tailor and 
distribute high-quality inputs. In addition, complex challenges related to providing access to 
training for farmers on best agricultural practices for sustainable fertilization, disease, and/or 
pest management, facilitating market linkages, and integrating domestic supply chains create an 
opportunity for the private sector to collaborate with researchers to design evidence-informed 
programming. At the same time, collaboration with public-sector institutions and other 
implementing partners can further expand opportunities to generate rigorous evidence aligned 
with shared agricultural development objectives. 

Introduction to the UM6P - J-PAL Applied Lab for Agriculture  (UJALA) 

The UM6P-J-PAL Applied Lab for Agriculture (UJALA) will generate rigorous global evidence 
on improving farmers’ food security, productivity, profitability, and environmental sustainability. 
As a private-sector–anchored applied lab, UJALA operates in close partnership with OCP 
Nutricrops, whose farmer-centric programs provide an important operational context for 
evidence generation. OCP Nutricrops also engages with governments and development partners 
on fertilizer policy, subsidy reform, and agricultural extension, providing a critical opportunity to 
influence policy more broadly. Studies that generate findings relevant to these policy 
discussions—whether with OCP Nutricrops or another implementer—like on the 
environmental benefits of nutrient rebalancing or the public returns to investment in farmer 
advisory services, directly support UJALA’s objectives. 
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UJALA will primarily fund randomized evaluations through a range of grant types detailed 
below. Randomized evaluations are a powerful tool for testing key components of a program’s 
theory of change and identifying the mechanisms that drive the success of specific interventions. 

There are two categories of evaluations: Embedded evaluations directly with OCP 
farmer-centric initiatives and researcher-led evaluations that align with the UJALA research 
agenda outlined below, operate in countries where OCP Nutricrops is active, but are open to 
other implementing partners.  

While proposals may address one or several of the five research priorities outlined below, 
preference will be given to studies that also generate actionable learning relevant to OCP 
Nutricrops’ farmer-centric activities and strategic priorities, particularly around fertilizers, soil 
diagnostics, agronomic recommendations, input delivery systems, and environmentally 
sustainable intensification. Within each priority area, specific interests of OCP Nutricrops are 
highlighted. 

 

5 



II. Framing a research agenda for UJALA 

UJALA supports research that generates actionable insights for real-world agricultural 
implementation and decision-making, while also contributing to broader academic and policy 
debates. As a private-sector–anchored applied lab operating in close partnership with OCP 
Nutricrops, UJALA places particular emphasis on research that can inform farmer-centric 
agricultural systems and contribute to practical learning for operational implementation 
and scale. 

UJALA’s research agenda reflects both broader development challenges in agriculture and OCP 
Nutricrops’ strategic learning priorities. As a result, proposals should align with one or more 
of UJALA’s five research priority areas outlined below. 

At present, UJALA’s portfolio is primarily focused on crop production systems, rather than 
livestock, dairy, agroforestry, or other non-crop agricultural systems, reflecting current 
implementation partnerships and areas where learning and scaling pathways are most developed.  

Proposals outside these themes may still be considered when strongly aligned with 
UJALA’s broader research priorities,  strategic objectives, and main outcomes of interest. Please 
note that UJALA’s research agenda is regularly updated to reflect new partnerships, 
geographies, and priorities, and may expand to include additional areas in the future. 

The following section outlines UJALA’s five key priority areas as well as a set of open research 
questions of shared interest to UJALA. 

1.​  Subsidy schemes to improve food security 

Given the low adoption of agricultural technologies in many LMICs compared to higher-income 
regions, various policies have been introduced worldwide to facilitate uptake. One such policy is 
input subsidy programs (ISPs), which provide technologies (mainly fertilizer and improved 
seeds) at below-market prices. Many countries have some variation of agricultural subsidies in 
place, making up a large portion of each government’s public spending (for instance, in six 
sub-Saharan African countries, the share is up to 1.5 percent of each country’s total GDP on 
average) (Baptista & al., 2022). Such subsidies are meant to support farmers’ productivity, 
increase yields, and, ultimately, reduce food insecurity. 
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However, there is little rigorous evidence that has shown the link between agricultural 
subsidies, productivity, and improved food security. For example, some countries in 
sub-Saharan Africa that have implemented input subsidy programs have experienced higher 
growth in aggregate yields (Carter et al., 2021). Yet, other studies point to important limitations, 
showing that increases in yields do not always translate into higher profits or sustained 
improvements in farmer welfare. For instance, a randomized evaluation in Haiti tested an input 
subsidy program for rice seeds, fertilizer, pesticides, and specific labor tasks (Gignoux et al., 
2022). The program led to lower input use and decreased yield in the year subsidies were 
received, and this downsloping effect persisted in the following year. Farmers used the subsidy 
to pay off their loans and take fewer new ones, instead of increasing their input use. 

In Mexico, a randomized evaluation tested an input subsidy program that combined plot-specific 
soil testing, tailored fertilizer recommendations, and in-kind input grants covering about half of 
per-hectare costs (Corral et al., 2022). The program increased yields by up to 17 percent, but the 
gains in farmer income were modest. A more flexible grant format, however, led to more 
persistent adoption two years later, suggesting that design features can influence longer-term 
impacts.  In contrast, broader subsidy schemes—those not targeted, temporary, or linked to 
complementary services— often struggle with leakage and implementation challenges, and have 
often failed to deliver lasting impacts on productivity or food security (Hemming et al., 2018). 

Taken together, these findings highlight that the impacts of ISPs depend not only on 
whether subsidies are provided, but also on how they are designed and implemented. 
Key questions remain about whether subsidies should be temporary or permanent, in-kind or 
cash-based, and whether they can be most effective when complemented by information or 
market linkages. Addressing these open questions will be critical to understanding how subsidy 
programs can best support lasting improvements in agricultural productivity and food security. 

 

Some relevant questions on input subsidy programs include: 

●​ What are the effects of agricultural input subsidies (ISPs) on agricultural productivity? 

○​ What characteristics of ISPs are most effective in realizing productivity gains 
and encouraging sustained input adoption (e.g., fertilizer, seeds) and 
soil-health-enhancing technologies? 

●​ What types of subsidy schemes can improve food security? 
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○​ What sort of targeting is effective? Subsidies targeting agricultural 
productivity? Or, income support, as cash transfers often do? Or, new 
targeting mechanisms, like targeting the adoption of more nutritious crops? 

○​ What is the mechanism behind why they work? 

●​ What is the optimal design for subsidy schemes? How do conditional and 
unconditional schemes compare? 

●​ How do in-kind schemes compare to cash transfers, including in cost effectiveness? 

○​ Under which conditions and for which technologies is each method more 
effective? 

●​ How can digital tools be used to leverage agricultural subsidies? 

●​ How can subsidy programs be combined with soil diagnostics, agronomic 
recommendations, or advisory services to improve fertilizer effectiveness and 
long-term adoption?  

○​ How can digital tools be used beyond targeting? 

●​ Who should subsidies be targeted to? 

○​ What are the effects on non-targeted farmers and other rural and urban 
households? How can these spillover or general equilibrium effects be 
captured? 

●​ How long do subsidies need to be in place to have lasting impacts on technology 
adoption and, ultimately, productivity? 

○​ How do we determine when a subsidy is ready to be lifted? 

○​ Does the optimal duration of the subsidy depend on the complexity of the 
technology and the related learning process? 

○​ Are there technologies where an upfront subsidy is needed to offset upfront 
costs, and if so, how do we optimally design those subsidies? 

2.​ Reducing the reliance of low-income households on imported food 

LMICs have substantial potential to increase domestic food production, yet remain highly 
reliant on food imports. Globally, the food import bill reached nearly US$2 trillion in 2022, a 
steep rise from previous years driven largely by high world food prices (FAO, IFAD, UNICEF, 
WFP, and WHO, 2023). While high-income countries account for most of this increase, 
low-income countries are disproportionately affected, as they devote a larger share of limited 
resources to food imports and struggle to adjust to price shocks (FAO, 2022). For example, 
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despite a 10 percent drop in import volumes, import bills in low-income countries saw little 
change, signaling mounting difficulty in securing sufficient food (FAO, 2022). This 
vulnerability is further compounded by structural constraints—such as low agricultural 
productivity and limited use of fertilizer and other inputs—which leave these countries 
more dependent on global markets even as their purchasing power declines (FAO, 2022). 

Countries are increasingly susceptible to global supply shocks, as demonstrated by disruptions 
like the Covid-19 pandemic and the Russo-Ukrainian War. For instance, the global Cereal Price 
Index rose by 17.9 percent in 2022, reflecting sharp price increases in wheat and other staples 
that exposed import-dependent countries worldwide to heightened food insecurity (de la 
Hamaide, 2023). Under these global conditions, increasing countries’ food security is challenging.  

Imports can be necessary and valuable when economies specialize to their advantage or when 
there is limited available water and land resources to grow resource-intensive staples, particularly 
in the context of more frequent climate shocks, political instability, and conflict (d'Amour and 
Anderson, 2020). The availability of food imports also allows countries to diversify the risk 
associated with poor and seasonal harvests. On the other hand, the availability of low-priced 
imports reduces a farmer’s own incentives to cultivate staples, which in turn lowers the natural 
insurance provided by staple production. When there are no suitable instruments to smooth 
global price risks, a lack of food security can leave farmers exposed to these substantial price 
changes. 

Research has pointed to various strategies to reduce reliance on food imports. One strategy is to 
improve small-scale farmers’ agricultural productivity to compete effectively against low-cost 
imports from the international market (Rakotoarisoa et al., 2011; Arment, 2020). Encouraging 
farmers to adopt productive technologies is a well-researched topic and covered in the next 
section of the research agenda (de Janvry et al., 2009; de Janvry and Sadoulet, 2020; Bridle et al., 
2019). Research also highlights the importance of integrating small-scale farmers into 
domestic value chains (de Janvry and Sadoulet, 2020). There are a host of open questions 
about how to best facilitate market linkages from developing post-harvest storage and 
value-added opportunities, to developing rural infrastructure to facilitate regional food trade (see 
subsection D. Improving access to markets). Promoting inter-regional agricultural trade presents 
another opportunity (FAO and AUC, 2021). Digital technology may help facilitate these 
pathways by modernizing payments and allowing small-scale farmers to better participate in 
value chains (see J-PAL, 2022). 

In light of all the factors that contribute to reliance on food imports, there are many areas for 
further research, through partnerships linking research, implementation, and innovation, on 
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how to best reduce risks (e.g., low and/or unsustainable technology adoption, poor soil 
health/fertility, constrained access to inputs, fragmented market linkages, limited 
access to or use of digital services) associated with reliance on food imports. 

 

Some relevant questions include: 

●​ What factors cause small-scale farmers to depend on food imports? 

○​ How can small-scale farmers protect themselves against sudden increases in 
imported food prices exacerbated by factors like political instability and 
conflict? 

○​ How do climate shocks and environmental degradation affect small-scale 
farmers’ production, and what adaptation strategies can be implemented to 
build resilience in agricultural systems? 

○​ Which characteristics make countries and communities most dependent on 
food imports? Which interventions might work to help them overcome those 
factors without limiting the realized gains from food trade? 

●​ How can small-scale farmers mitigate some of the risks from reliance on imported 
foods? 

○​ When can improved post-harvest storage or better financial inclusion reduce 
consumption volatility associated with changing food prices? Do post-harvest 
storage facilities support farmers to increase their production and 
opportunities to sell their crops? How can they be optimized to do this better? 

○​ Are farmers under-investing in staple production in communities that are most 
exposed to food price risk? Which instruments and incentives would 
encourage additional staple production in these communities? 

○​ What technologies can be leveraged to boost staple productivity and insure 
against food price risk? 

○​ How can digital technology be effectively utilized to modernize payment 
systems and facilitate the participation of small-scale farmers in value chains, 
to enhance their integration into domestic and international markets? 

●​ How can regional food trade be facilitated to improve food security in the region? 

○​ What are the potential benefits and drawbacks of promoting inter-regional 
agricultural trade? 
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3.​ Overcoming farmers’ constraints to technology adoption 

Agricultural productivity and the adoption of yield-improving technologies remain limited across 
many LMICs, with farmer demand for potentially profitable technologies often low due to 
information gaps, adoption costs, and risk (Emerick, 2018). There is a vast body of rigorous 
research focused on both identifying the constraints farmers in LMICs face when deciding 
whether to adopt a new technology or practice and designing appropriate interventions to help 
farmers overcome any barriers they face in making productivity-increasing investments (de 
Janvry et al., 2009; de Janvry and Sadoulet, 2020; Bridle et al., 2019). 

Common constraints identified in the literature include information, credit, savings, risk 
and insurance, input/output market access, access to land, access to labor, and other 
externalities (Jack, 2013; Suri and Udry, 2024). In recent years, research has also addressed 
constraints, such as gender-specific barriers, infrastructure, institutional and regulatory barriers, 
transaction and search costs, and variable climate. This research, however, has found mixed 
results on some topics, revealing new, important challenges and questions yet to be answered 
(Suri and Udry, 2024). For instance, research on agricultural information provision or 
extension services shows that the transfer of information can be improved when leveraging 
tools like information and communication technologies, incentivizing trainers or information 
providers, or facilitating social learning between neighbors (J-PAL, 2023). However, many of 
these studies either did not collect data on or were unable to detect an effect on yields or profits 
after farmers adopted and used the new technology promoted through the information shared. 

Building on this existing evidence base, UJALA seeks to deepen understanding of the 
constraints farmers face to fertilizer adoption and improved agronomic practices, how 
they can be addressed, as well as how to facilitate and incentivize investment when 
barriers are overcome. A changing climate adds further complexity to adoption decisions, 
underscoring the need for new research on soil health, customized nutrient 
recommendations, efficient input use, and climate-resilient production systems. 
Understanding how farmers perceive and respond to soil testing results, agronomic 
recommendations, and demonstration-based learning are a central priority.  

OCP Nutricrops is also interested in evaluating the impacts of different delivery 
channels—including agronomist networks, digital platforms, distributor and input market 
partnerships, and collaborations with the public sector. Proposals that compare delivery 
approaches, identify key cost drivers, or assess the conditions under which specific 
models succeed would be especially valuable for informing scale-up decisions.  
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Some relevant questions include: 

●​ What are the constraints to farmers using soil-health-enhancing technologies,  
improved practices, and/or inputs? 

○​ For instance, are technologies available in the market, but not well-tailored to 
local conditions? 

○​ Do farmers face multiple constraints that equally affect their decisions and 
investments? 

●​ What interventions are needed to alleviate these constraints? 

○​ Which training and advisory programs are effective in improving farmer 
adoption of soil testing, soil fertility management practices, fertilizer 
recommendations, and quality fertilizer input for crops? 

○​ How much do liquidity (or credit/financing) constraints matter? For example, 
would tailored credit products that span the agricultural cycle help to 
facilitate investment in agriculture by small-scale farmers? 

○​ How could bundling technologies or services affect take-up and long-term 
adoption? 

●​ What are the tradeoffs between ex ante (e.g., drought-resistant crops) and ex post 
(e.g., weather insurance) adaptation strategies on farmers’ resilience? 

●​ How can programs be designed to encourage willingness to pay for and take-up 
risk-protecting products and technologies, such as stress-tolerant crops, index 
insurance, or climate-sensitive agricultural practices? 

●​ Are there technologies that can really move the needle on climate adaptation? If 
so, how do we trial/test and adapt them to local contexts? 

●​ Which delivery approaches are most effective at increasing farmer adoption of 
productive technologies? What are the major cost drivers of each approach, and 
how do these affect scalability? In what contexts or environments do specific scaling 
models perform best? 

●​ What factors influence farmers’ willingness to adopt customized fertilizer 
recommendations and soil-health-related practices, including the use of soil testing 
and the alignment between soil test results and locally available inputs?  
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4.​ Improving access to input and output markets 

Addressing questions of output quality and ensuring the existence of competitive or functioning 
markets is equally important as increasing productivity to improve the overall welfare of 
agricultural households. Input markets do not often reach farmers in their villages, so 
understanding where and under what conditions farmers are able to purchase inputs 
and interact with input dealers is important. Not all farmers, especially women, can travel 
out of villages to access inputs; therefore, understanding these constraints and how to alleviate 
them is crucial. 

Not only must markets exist, but the timing and structure of markets are also critical for 
farmers’ production process. Input markets, on one hand, must be accessible at the time 
farmers need to make investments and are especially useful when these markets carry 
high-quality inputs (Hsu and Wambugu, 2023; Deutschmann et al., 2023), offer flexible financing 
options (Casaburi and Reed, 2022), and connect farmers with post-harvest buyers. Ag-input 
dealers may organize markets in advance of the planting season, as liquidity and commitment 
contracts organized in the post-harvest period have similar effects on farmer input demand 
(Dillon and Tomaselli, 2022). On the other hand, output markets, which are physical and digital 
spaces where farmers and sellers meet to negotiate prices for the exchange of agricultural goods, 
must also exist and be physically accessible and navigable by farmers (e.g., farmers have 
the right level of price and market information to engage, they know who the buyers are and can 
choose among options, etc.). Small-scale farmers in LMICs often lack access to profitable 
markets and value chains for many reasons, such as high search costs, lack of information, and 
inaccessibility due to inadequate road and bridge infrastructure, distance to urban centers, and 
lack of transport options (de Janvry and Sadoulet, 2020; J-PAL and CEGA, 2024). 

When farmers are unable to access markets or if the markets to which they have access face low 
prices despite high demand, farmers do not profit from increasing yields. Making investments 
in inputs, when available, or adopting new practices or technologies that enable farmers 
to grow higher volumes or higher-quality crops for local or export markets will therefore 
not be worthwhile to farmers, potentially reducing their incentives to adopt improved 
technologies that may increase production, maximize profits, and improve their welfare.  

As such, understanding market dynamics, structures, timing of input access, bundling 
approaches, costs, and flows is critical to improving farmers’ adoption of fertilizers, soil 
diagnostics, and other productivity-enhancing technologies, as well as farming 
households’ well-being.  
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OCP is particularly interested in topic areas on aggregation mechanisms, access to buyers, 
price information, and commercialization pathways that strengthen the economic returns 
to agricultural investment and support scaling, as well as understanding how integration into 
output markets influences farmers’ incentives to adopt improved agricultural inputs and 
practices.  

 

Some relevant questions include: 

●​ How can the integration of rural and urban markets support farmers? 

●​ To what extent does market access matter on both the input and output side? How 
can we best improve market access? 

●​ Does improving farmers’ access to input sellers and markets affect farmers’ food 
security and profitability? To what extent? 

●​ What are the sources of input dealer's business growth? Why do input dealers or 
other supply-side actors not sell to farmers? What prevents them from selling in rural 
villages? 

●​ What is inhibiting output dealers/traders from aggregating in rural areas if farmers 
are interested in selling? 

●​ Which characteristics determine the market structure, efficiency, and profitability of 
input sellers and buyers? Which interventions improve competitiveness in these 
markets? Which interventions help these firms deliver services that benefit farmers? 

●​ How does facilitating connections within the value chain affect buyer trust and 
stability at harvest? 

●​ What are effective ways to organize input and output markets to improve farmers’ 
access to high-quality inputs (e.g., fertilizer, seeds, and soil-health-enhancing inputs), 
and agronomic support? 

5.​ Fertilizer customization and small-scale farmer outcomes 

The decision between adopting and using customized fertilizers and blanket formulas is 
pivotal for small-scale farmers. Customized fertilizers, tailored to local soil conditions and 
crop requirements through soil testing and agronomic expertise, offer a precise approach to 
address nutrient deficiencies and enhance crop yields (Vanlauwe et al., 2019). Conversely, blanket 
formulas represent generic fertilizers lacking specificity to the unique soil characteristics and 

14 



crop demands of individual farming contexts. Research indicates that the utilization of blanket 
formulas may lead to suboptimal nutrient application, resulting in ineffective resource 
utilization and decreased agricultural productivity (Kassam, 2018). 

While the potential advantages of customized fertilizers for small-scale farmer 
productivity and profitability are apparent (Chivenge et al., 2022), substantial knowledge 
gaps persist. Despite initial evidence suggesting the effectiveness of customized fertilizer 
recommendations based on soil testing (Tittonell, 2020), the translation of these findings into 
practical strategies for small-scale farmers in resource-limited settings remains limited.  

A core premise of OCP Nutricrops’ approach is that site-specific, nutrient-balanced 
fertilization outperforms uniform or nitrogen-heavy application. UJALA welcomes studies 
that test this premise rigorously, including evaluations of yield, quality, and profitability 
outcomes under customized versus conventional practices. Further research is imperative 
to comprehensively understand the socio-economic determinants that influence the 
adoption of customized fertilizers, and broader soil fertility management and nutrient 
efficiency practices in order to devise effective strategies for surmounting adoption barriers 
among small-scale farmers and improving farmers’ understanding and uptake of 
soil-health-enhancing practices. 

Some relevant questions include: 

●​ What are the primary constraints hindering small-scale farmers from adopting and 
utilizing customized fertilizer solutions, including gaps in farmers’ understanding and 
interpretation of recommendations, and to what extent do they differ across 
contexts? 

●​ Do farmers make their own customized blends? How effective are these, and what 
does this reveal about their understanding of soil needs and nutrient management? 

●​ What interventions are needed to address these constraints effectively, and how 
can tailored training programs improve farmers’ understanding and enhance 
adoption rates? 

●​ How can customized fertilizer solutions contribute to climate resilience and 
adaptation in the face of increasing weather variability and extreme events? 

●​ What are the most effective approaches for scaling up the dissemination of 
customized fertilizer recommendations to reach a broader population of small-scale 
farmers? 
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●​ How can soil diagnostics, advisory services, and input delivery systems be combined 
to increase adoption and effective use of customized fertilizer recommendations?  

 
III. Generating evidence to address the research 
agenda 

1.​ Linking research priorities to evidence generation 

The research priorities outlined above identify key gaps in knowledge related to improving 
farmers’ productivity, profitability, food security, and environmental sustainability. UJALA 
supports rigorous impact evaluations designed to generate actionable evidence to understand 
and improve the uptake and implementation of farmer-facing interventions and estimate their 
impacts and generalizability across contexts and over time. These learning objectives are shared 
with OCP Nutricrops. 

To advance these objectives, UJALA supports two complementary categories of evaluations. 

2.​ Evaluation modalities 

Embedded evaluations 

The first category consists of evaluations conducted in partnership with OCP Nutricrops, the 
organization that serves as the implementing partner responsible for delivering farmer-facing 
programs being evaluated.  

These programs aim to address multiple constraints to agricultural productivity through 
integrated farmer-support approaches combining advisory services, access to inputs, agronomic 
recommendations, demonstration activities, and market engagement mechanisms. Evaluating 
such initiatives allows UJALA to study how agricultural innovations perform when delivered at 
scale through operational systems. 

Embedded evaluations focus on: 
●​ assessing the effectiveness of OCP Nutricrops initiatives under real implementation 

conditions; 
●​ understanding how delivery mechanisms influence adoption and outcomes; and 
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●​ generating evidence to inform program adaptation and strategic decision-making. 

These evaluations are directly anchored in ongoing operational activities and contribute directly 
to OCP Nutricrops’ strategic learning priorities. UJALA supports the following funding 
instruments for embedded evaluations: 

●​ Travel and Proposal Development Studies 
Support early-stage activities to develop and prepare future evaluations, including 
researcher travel, access to administrative or operational data, feasibility assessments, and 
partner engagement. 
Indicative budget cap: up to US$15,000. 

●​ Pilot studies 
Support early-stage testing of programs or evaluation designs to assess feasibility, 
implementation, and mechanisms of impact.​
Indicative budget cap: up to US$75,000. 

●​ Full randomized controlled trials 
Support rigorous impact evaluations designed to estimate causal effects on adoption, 
productivity, profitability, food security, or environmental outcomes. 
Indicative budget: up to US$300,000 for research costs, plus up to US$75,000 for 
implementation-related costs where required.  

Researcher-led evaluations 

The second category consists of Researcher-Led Evaluations, in which research teams identify 
and design an evaluation aligned with UJALA’s research agenda and partner with an external 
implementing organization responsible for delivering the intervention. 

Under this modality: 
●​ The research team leads the identification of the intervention and evaluation design; 
●​ The implementing partner is brought forward by the researchers; and 
●​ OCP Nutricrops is not the implementing organization, although studies remain aligned 

with UJALA research priorities. 

Researcher-Led Evaluations complement embedded evaluations by enabling UJALA to support 
innovative interventions and partnerships and to generate evidence on new approaches or 
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implementation contexts beyond existing operational portfolios, while remaining aligned with 
OCP Nutricrops’ strategic priorities. 

UJALA supports the following funding instruments for researcher-led evaluations: 

●​ Pilot studies 
Support early-stage testing of programs or evaluation designs to assess feasibility, 
implementation, and mechanisms of impact.​
Indicative budget cap: up to US$75,000. 

●​ Full randomized controlled trials 
Support rigorous impact evaluations designed to estimate causal effects on adoption, 
productivity, profitability, food security, or environmental outcomes.​
Indicative budget: up to US$300,000 for research costs, plus up to US$75,000 for 
implementation-related costs where required. 

●​ Short-term follow-up studies 
Provide funding to complete endline data collection when initial funding did not cover 
final outcome measurement.​
Indicative budget range: up to US$100,000. 

●​ Long-term Follow-up studies 
Support additional data collection to assess the persistence of adoption and its impacts 
several years after implementation to measure long-term impact.​
Indicative budget range: up to US$200,000. 

●​ Scale-up or replication studies 
Support evaluation of interventions previously shown to be effective and adapted to new 
contexts relevant to OCP Nutricrops’ objectives.​
Indicative budget cap: up to US$75,000. 

Together, these study types allow UJALA to generate cumulative learning across stages of 
program development, from early exploration to validation and adaptation at scale. 
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3.​ Geographic scope 

Both evaluation modalities operate within geographies where OCP Nutricrops has led, is 
leading, or plans to lead farmer-centric activities, ensuring alignment between research 
investments and areas of strategic engagement. 

These currently include: 
●​ Africa: Ghana, Senegal, Nigeria, Côte d’Ivoire, Cameroon, Benin, Rwanda, Tanzania, 

Togo, Zambia, Ethiopia, Kenya, and Morocco 

●​ South Asia: India, Pakistan, Bangladesh 
●​ Southeast Asia: Thailand, Indonesia 
●​ South America: Brazil, Argentina, Chile, Paraguay, Uruguay  
●​ North America: United States and Canada  
●​ Europe: France​

 

4.​ Proposal selection and research governance 

Both types of UJALA-supported evaluations are selected through structured review processes 
designed to ensure scientific rigor, feasibility, and alignment with the research agenda. 

Eligibility 

UJALA funding is open to research teams led by J-PAL Affiliated Professors or J-PAL 
Invited Researchers, who must serve as Principal Investigator (PI) or eligible co-Principal 
Investigator (co-PI) on the project. UJALA African Scholars are also eligible to apply for 
pilot Studies. Eligible researchers are expected to play an active and substantive role in the 
study, ensuring scientific oversight, quality control, and engagement throughout all stages of the 
research. Their participation must not be limited to providing access to funding or 
institutional affiliation. All eligible researchers must also be in good standing with J-PAL, 
including being up to date on reporting requirements for any existing grants across J-PAL 
initiatives and labs. 
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