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The  Viability Project “…better understand the 
socio-economic viability of 
agroecological practices and 
their livelihood system 
impacts across environmental 
and demographic gradients in 
Africa…”  including
• Income and production
• Labour and work patterns
• Lock-ins and drivers
• Role of environmental 

concerns



Approach

Choices and Definitions
• Agroecological practices: system 

components that implement one or more 
agroecological principle when there are 
less agroecological alternatives used in 
the same context.

• Viability from a farmer perspective: 
practices are more viable than 
alternatives when they are used.

• Farm and household level.
• Cross-sectional approach plus recall 

data.

Hypotheses
1. Farming systems with AE practices are 

labour intensive but can generate 
attractive returns to employment.

2. Agroecology supports socio-economic 
viability of family farms for which capital-
intensive technologies are inaccessible 
and risky.

3. Agroecological practices are knowledge 
intensive and can provide opportunities 
for capacity-building, social capital and 
other social benefits. 

4. The impact of agroecological practices
on family farm viability is shaped by the
process through which they are
introduced and supported, as well as the
context and properties of the practice.

Compromises  
necessary for practicality



Methods and status
Step Method Purpose Data

1
Secondary data Characterisation and context 21 sites from 

11 case 
studies

2
Key informant 
interviews

Status of agroecology and 
use of agroecological 
practices

239 interviews

4 Farm and farm 
household surveys

Understand farm structure 
and agroecological practices

5,025 farms 
surveyed

6
Focus group 
discussions

Drivers and lock-ins 
influencing use of 
agroecological practices

85 FGDs 
recorded

8

Detailed studies on 
labour

Participatory cost-
benefit analysis

Work patterns and quality of 
work, including by gender

Roles of economic, social, 
political and environmental 
dimensions in farmers 
assessments

In process

• Analysis and reporting 
of data from each case 
study by the case study 
team

• Cross-case analysis and 
reporting by groups 
focusing on different 
aspects.

• Finalising data 
compilation and analysis 
is in process.

• An interim Results 
Meeting in December 
2022 identified some 
emerging messages

• Published and 
summarised in this 
presentation

https://doi.org/10.17528/cifor-icraf/008817



Assessing viability of agroecological practices is complex

• Practices are used in many interacting combinations.
• Agroecology concerns shifts in systems that can not be reduced 

to changes in practices.
• Viability depends on the regime and context beyond the farm 

scale – support, policies, information flows, collective action,…
• Opinions and points of view matter, not only metrics and 

indicators. The same practice or system can be judged differently 
by different people in the same context. 

• Understanding directions and drivers of system change needs
longitudinal data, with limits to learning from single time points.

• Concepts and definitions are contested and evolving, not 
agreed and fixed.

But the 
findings are 
still valuable!



Agroecological practices are used widely and are diverse

Numbers of agroecological practices used on each farm, as 
identified by farmers, across 10 case studies (zero coloured red)

Principle Number Examples of practices 
Input reduction 29 Improved compost, legume integration, 

biopesticides
Soil health 26 Reduced tillage, green manure, erosion 

management
Synergy 16 Intercropping, agroforestry, home 

gardens
Recycling 12 Using crop residues, integrating rice 

and fish
Biodiversity 12 Agroforestry, using local varieties, 

exclosures
Economic diversification 11 Market gardening, seed production

Animal health 9 Biopesticides, local breeds, fodder 
storage

Social and diets 4 Local seeds and varieties, home 
gardens

Land governance 3 Livestock mobility, reforestation

Connectivity 2 Local seed production and use
Fairness 1 Local seed use
Participation 0
Knowledge co-creation 0

Total 53

Numbers of practices that operationalize agroecological principles 
reported used by farmers surveyed across 10 case studies 



Practices are used in many combinations that contribute to changing farm 
systems

Examples of networks illustrating combinations of practices used on farms



Agroecological practices used have multiple origins 

Timescale
Well established Recent

Origin Indigenous Using local varieties (all sites) Pit planting (Senegal)

Co-developed Legume intercropping and 
rotations (many sites)

Doubled-up legumes (Malawi)

Introduced Agroforestry with exotic trees 
(many sites)

Biopesticides (Tanzania)

Examples of agroecological practices of different genesis



Farmers can use practices despite unsupportive regimes
Examples of statements from key informants

“There is no one who is directly against agroecology, but in one way or another all dealers (in 
production, supply and use) of chemical fertilizers, chemical herbicides and chemical pesticides … 
their activities are against agroecology. Again, some university tutors of conventional agriculture 
courses discourage agroecology stating that it is less effective.” (Tanzania)

“We have our policies at the national level that we might need to question. For example, the seed 
policy is against using local and traditional seed.” (Senegal)

“Ministry of Agriculture extension agents [are] … not against [agroecology] but encourage other 
practices which are not AE, e.g., use of herbicides and chemical pesticides.” (Burkina Faso)

“… the tobacco companies … are really against agroecology because we promote afforestation.” 
(Malawi)



Different farm types use different combinations of 
agroecological practices.

Typology combining 13 AE indicators and structure indexes for an example from Ethiopia showing the 
configuration of farms and indicators that contribute to identification of four farm types (a), and key 
characteristics of those four types (b)



Farmers use AE practices for a wide diversity of reasons

Country Increase yield Cheaper Increase 
income

Protect environment Better health Other

Burkina Faso 53 4 3 15 0 49

Ethiopia 78 9 32 27 5 6

Kenya 94 34 53 60 24 8

Madagascar 33 11 7 16 1 60

Malawi 78 29 7 47 25 7

Senegal 52 11 25 7 8 24

Tunisia 50 75 0 0 0 0

Tanzania 49 40 37 74 57 3

Reasons for using agroecological practices reported by surveyed farmers (%)



Labour is not always a barrier to use of agroecological 
practices

Reducing the time needed 
to work to earn income to 

buy inputs, and by 
collectively undertaking 

tasks that had previously 
been done individually.

Balance made by farmers 
between increased labour 
generated by the practice 

and other economic, social 
and environmental factors.

Gender differentiated 
effects linked to the division 
of tasks between men and 

women. 

Wage labour is a means of 
dividing agricultural 

incomes. 



Farmers make trade-offs between advantages and 
disadvantages of agroecological practices

Numbers of advantages (+) and disadvantages (-) of 
alternative farm systems described by farmers in Kenya

Costs and benefits that 
farmers use in decisions 
are from economic, social, 
environmental and 
political dimensions. 
Many can not valued in $ 
terms.



Three common narratives of agroecology in Africa

1. Agroecology is for poor people and 
may be a poverty trap.

2. Agroecology provides a basket of 
options that can be combined with 
non-AE practices, extending the set of 
tools farmers have.

3. Agroecology is a holistic vision of food 
and agricultural systems working for 
combined social, environmental and 
economic outcomes.

Important for:
• Insights into current results
• Predicting future trajectories
• Designing strategies and 

interventions, particularly for 
moving perspectives to AE3

• Based on analysis of Key Informant data
• Several further narratives also identified



With thanks for the contributions from a large group of people from many 
organisations engaged in the case studies, in cross-case design and analysis, 
and in managing the process.
For more information  on the project contact:
Ric Coe (r.coe@cifor-icraf) or Nadine Andrieu (nadine.andrieu@cirad.fr)
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