
Linking empowerment, innovation and 
resilience – evidence from farm households
Nicolas Gerber, Martina Bozzola

FOODSECURE FINAL CONFERENCE
Brussels, October 12, 2016

Background
Global evidence shows that innovation and tech-
nological change are main drivers of agricultural 
productivity growth, but this contribution varies 
across regions or countries. Indeed, at the coun-
try level Wurlod and Eaton (2015) have found 
evidence of strong disparities in trajectories to 
the agricultural production frontier. Contrary to 
the hypothesis of convergence, they find that for 
agricultural productivity, at least when assessed 
by labor productivity (perhaps the most relevant 
for developing economies), the poorest countries 
have been diverging from the frontier over the 
last 50 years. 
While processes of innovation generation in deve-
loping countries are also important, this macro-le-
vel analysis relies largely on absorptive capacities 
and models of innovation diffusion. In the context 
of agriculture in developing countries, these pro-
cesses of innovation diffusion and adoption are 
predominantly determined at the household le-
vel. Thus we focus in this session on household 
determinants and impacts of innovation. 

Can we make innovation more inclusive? 
At farm level, why are the poorest not innova-
ting or adopting innovations? The literature has 
shown that access to inputs, markets or informa-
tion constrains the adoption of agricultural inno-
vations at the farm level.  But is that all? Beyond 
these external constraints, individuals still behave 
differently. Why? Farmers’ risk preferences have 
also been identified as barriers to innovation in 
the literature. Beyond attitude towards risk, a 
new strand of literature shows that internal cons-
traints, such as beliefs or the sense of control over 

ones‘ life, matter for development through their 
impact on people‘s aspirations. Mekonnen and 
Gerber (2016b) show that people in the poorest 
income and lowest wealth and education groups 
in rural Ethiopia have comparatively low aspira-
tions. Further, their analysis suggests that low as-
pirations or an extreme gap (i.e. either too wide 
or too narrow) between what farmers aspire to 
(in terms of income, wealth, education or social 
status) and their current status are associated 
with low innovation and low adoption (intensity). 
Aspirations also significantly affect food security 
at the household level (Mekonnen and Gerber, 
2016a).

Can technological innovations enhance 
the (economic) resilience of farm 
households?
The answer is yes, though institutional changes 
may be required to deliver their impacts at scale. 
Bozzola, Smale and Di Falco (2016) show that mai-
ze intensification in Kenya, defined as the maize 
area share planted with hybrid seeds per farm po-
sitively impacts crop income, without increasing 
the variance of income or the exposure to down-
side risk (crop failure). Yet this intensity of tech-
nological diffusion is negatively affected by the 
occurrence and severity of droughts, thus sugges-
ting the need for additional measures to improve 
impacts (e.g. addressing market failures such as 
credit constraints, access to markets, information 
failures etc.). Similarly in Uganda, Bozzola, Swan-
son and Ting (2016) find that inadequate experi-
mentation hampers farmers’ adoption of impro-
ved seeds, despite reforms in seed legislations 
and an enhanced property rights regime.
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Policy implications and take-home 
messages
Message 1: Innovation and technology diffusion 
can be inclusive, but reaching the poor may requi-
re looking beyond traditional remedies to low in-
vestments in agricultural innovations at the farm 
level. Interventions on farmers’ aspirations may 
enhance the effectiveness of other policies tar-
geting „external“ constraints. Aspiration-raising 
strategies could hence support innovation diffu-
sion and creation, as well as FNS.
Message 2: Key technological innovations such as 
improved seeds can increase the economic resi-
lience of small farmers in the developing world, 
especially if these technologies prove tolerant to 
a wide range of conditions. Yet the adoption of 
improved seeds is itself negatively affected by cli-
mate shocks and therefore the intensity of diffu-
sion remains sub-optimal. Institutional changes, 
and possibly even deeper structural changes, are 
required to correct this. For example, to support 
technology diffusion in improved seeds varieties 
is important not only to invest the development 
of such technology, but also in experimentation 
and use at the production (farmer) level.
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