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Foreword

Sustainable agricultural productivity, food and nutrition security and poverty 
reduction remain top goals of governments and development institutions 
around the world. Yet, progress is under threat from a variety of crises, 
including climate change and public health emergencies and their associated 
economic and environmental shocks. 
	 The transformation to more sustainable, secure and equable agrifood 
systems needs investments in agriculture, rural infrastructure, natural  
resource management and climate resilience. However, agricultural invest-
ments often prioritize the physical or natural capital of farming communities.
	 Investing in farmers� education, knowledge, habits, experiences and 
attributes � or agriculture human capital � is crucial to drive innovation, boost 
productivity, strengthen farm management and empower smallholders. 
Building agriculture human capital is fundamental to developing equable, 
secure, resilient and sustainable farming communities. It is key to successful 
agriculture and rural development policies.
	 Beginning in early 2020, the FAO Investment Centre partnered with the 
International Food Policy Research Institute (IFPRI), with support from the 
CGIAR Research Program on Policies, Institutions, and Markets (PIM) and the 
FAO Research and Extension Unit, to examine agriculture human capital 
investments globally. The goal was to understand how farmers developed 
their human capital through a variety of initiatives. 
	 The study shows that investments in developing the human capital of 
smallholder producers resulted in new technical and business skills and 
empowered farmers. This led to increased incomes, improved yields and the 
inclusion of marginalised groups.
	 As global agrifood systems face ongoing disruptions, challenges and 
opportunities, agriculture human capital must keep pace. We need more  
and better investments in innovative and cost-effective programmes to 
strengthen and measure human capital development. 
	 This toolkit supports investors � including policymakers, government 
officials, international and national development banks and the private sector 
�  to make sounder investment decisions on projects, programmes, and 
policies to strengthen farmers� capacities. 
	 We believe this toolkit makes a unique contribution to the agriculture 
investment landscape. We invite you to use the evidence, strategies, good 
practices, guidance and recommendations it contains on how to best invest 
in farmers.

Mohamed Manssouri
Director 
FAO Investment Centre

Suresh Babu
Head, Capacity Strengthening 
IFPRI
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Introduction

		  WHY THIS TOOLKIT
The Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO)�s 
investment toolkits are designed to provide agricultural investment 
practitioners and technicians with innovative and proven approaches, tools 
and best practices. This Agriculture Human Capital Investment (AHCI) toolkit 
has exactly this purpose in mind, with a focus on helping our target audience 
(investors such as policymakers, government officials, international and 
national development banks and the private sector) make sounder 
investment  decisions on projects, programmes, and policies that strengthen 
farmers� capacities.  We believe that this toolkit makes a unique contribution 
to the investment landscape by focusing on effective and proven tools and 
processes in human capital, an area that has suffered from underinvestment 
and attention from government officials, development finance institutions 
and other actors. 
	 The 2021 United Nations Food System Summit pointed out that to 
reach the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), agrifood systems must 
transform to be more inclusive and sustainable and provide safe and 
nutritious food for all (United Nations, 2021). The climate change crisis, 
COVID-19 pandemic, war in Ukraine and a disruption in global supply chains 
have further highlighted the importance of resilient agrifood systems.  At the 
same time, digital and precision agriculture technologies, nature-based food 
and agriculture solutions, and global and national food quality and safety 
standards provide opportunities to improve the resilience of our agrifood 
systems and the quality of our foods. At the farm level, this demands that 
smallholder producers have greater access to information, the ability to 
adapt and to adopt, and become more empowered to make production, 
market, natural resource and overall farm decisions. Climate-smart and 
resilient agriculture requires smart and resilient farmers.
	 Many actors invest in agriculture but none more than farmers 
themselves, the greatest source of on-farm investments, including in  
human capital (FAO, 2012). In fact, farmers invest more than four times the 
amount of governments in capital stock (including human capital) in their 
farms than government programmes (FAO, 2021). Additionally, governments, 
international financial institutions, the private sector, producer organizations 
and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) contribute to the formation of 
agriculture human capital  through the investments and policies they pursue. 
	 Over the past two decades, trends indicate that limited resources are 
dedicated to improving farmers� capacities through public and private 
investments, which is ironic given the increasing innovation and adaptation 
demands and opportunities in the sector (FAO, 2022a). Many government 
programmes and investment loans prioritize �hard� investments in physical 
infrastructure over �soft� investments in human and social capital.  
Agriculture human capital investments are also at times hidden under 
broader programme themes, so not always fully accounted for in policies, 
programmes, and projects as well as private sector decision-making. This 
means that not only the benefits, but also the costs are not fully accounted. 
The purpose of this toolkit is to provide the means to effectively plan and 
advocate for more and better investments in farmers� capacities. Specifically, 
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we want these investors to be able to explain what agriculture human capital 
is, give examples of agriculture human capital investment projects, be able  
to integrate agriculture human capital into a project theory of change, and 
select appropriate  agriculture human capital development methods  based 
on project goals.

		  HOW THE TOOLKIT WAS DEVELOPED 
The FAO Investment Centre along with its partner the International Food Policy 
Research Institute (IFPRI) embarked on an analysis of AHCI over two years 
ago. This involved a thorough review of secondary data on AHCI trends and 
evidence, conducting key informant interviews, undertaking primary research 
globally on a range of best practices and lessons learned. The analysis 
showcased other relevant cases as box stories, reviewed the use of economic 
analysis in AHCI, developed thematic investment briefs and hosted eight 
global or regional webinars to share findings and gather feedback on the topic. 
From this body of work, nine case studies, four investment briefs, and a global 
synthesis report were published, forming the basis of this toolkit. The authors 
also drew on other findings around investments in agriculture human capital 
for use in the toolkit.  
	 This toolkit adds to the study synthesis Investing in farmers: agriculture 
human capital investment strategies (Davis et al., 2021). This set out to better 
understand investment in human capital to deal with challenges facing our 
global agrifood systems, from sustainably feeding the world�s growing 
population with safe, healthy and nutritious food to finding innovative 
solutions for more resilient and climate-smart agriculture.
	 This toolkit seeks to address the challenges and opportunities 
mentioned by providing investment strategies, evidence, good practices, and 
recommendations for improving the quality and quantity of investments in 
agriculture human capital � to improve investments in farmers.  

		  HOW TO USE THE TOOLKIT 
Throughout the toolkit, there are a number of learning aids. Each module has 
a learning objective, stated at the outset. These are in the form of competen-
cies, something the user should be able to do or perform as a result of reading 
the module. Boxes throughout the toolkit provide more in-depth insights into 
terms or issues. Each word highlighted in green is defined in the glossary. 
	 The toolkit comprises seven modules. Module 1 discusses what human 
capital is, compares it to other types of capital, and provides concrete 
examples of human capital investment. Module 2 defines agriculture human 
capital in greater depth and shares a theory of change for human capital 
development. Module 3 provides building blocks to consider when designing 
projects that invest in agriculture human capital. Module 4 contains a series 
of  agriculture human capital development methods, with information about 
principles, reach, sustainability, ease of implementation and much more. 
Module 5 comprises two deep-dive case studies into two human capital 
development projects from India and Peru. Module 6 focuses on economic 
and financial analysis methods of agriculture human capital investments, 
providing specific examples. Module 7 provides a set of key messages and 
recommendations.  
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		  WHAT IS AGRICULTURE HUMAN CAPITAL? 
Human capital includes "the  skills, knowledge, ability  to labour and good 
health that together enable people to pursue different livelihood strategies 
and achieve their livelihood objectives� (DFID, 1999). From an economic 
perspective, this refers to assets that improve individual productivity and 
produce economic value (Goldin, 2014). Human capital goes beyond individuals 
to benefit others and society, across generations (World Bank, 2019). 
Agriculture human capital applies these concepts to the agriculture and rural 
development space. 
	 Human capital is one of the five livelihood assets in the sustainable 
livelihood framework developed by the United Kingdom Department for 
International Development (DFID, 1999). These assets include natural, physical, 
financial, social and human capital (Box 1.1). 

Module 1 
Agriculture human 
capital investment: what 
it is and how to use it

Learning objective 
To be able to explain what human capital is and how  

it di�ers from other types of capital. At the end of the module 
you should be able to give examples of investments 

in agriculture human capital and discuss di�erent ways  
that actors invest in it. 

!
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DESCRIPTION OF FIVE TYPES OF CAPITAL

The five types include:

1.	 human � health, education, knowledge, skills; 
2.	 natural � land, water, soils, livestock, trees; 
3.	 financial � cash or other financial assets like pensions; 
4.	 physical � planned infrastructure, tools;
5.	 social � network of relationships, group membership.

Human capital is inextricably linked to the other kinds of capital. It is needed to  
better manage natural and financial capital, to use physical capital, and to build social 
capital. Strengthening human capital thus adds value to other types, leading to  
better livelihood outcomes. The close connection between an empowering learning 
process and enhanced well-being indicates that improving human resources among 
poor farmers is an important element in broader rural development (Friis-Hansen  
and Duveskog, 2012). 

BOX 1.1 

SOURCE: DFID. 1999. Sustainable livelihoods guidance sheets. London, DFID.

This toolkit focuses on human capital in agriculture (including livestock 
farmers, fisheries and forestry). We define agriculture human capital as the 
skills and capabilities of agricultural producers to successfully manage 
agricultural enterprises � the toolkit focuses on small-scale producers. 
Agricultural producers here include farmers, pastoralists, foresters and fisher 
folk and are mainly referred to as farmers or producers interchangeably 
throughout the toolkit.  Capability, according to economist and philosopher 
Amartya Sen, is the ability to perform certain basic functions in life. Agriculture 
human capital also includes more abstract aspects relating to livelihoods in a 
broader sense, such as self-esteem, empowerment, creativity, increased 
awareness and attitudes or mindsets. Agriculture human capital thus can be 
developed or improved. Throughout the toolkit we use synonyms such as 
capacity, skills development, education and farmer learning for agriculture 
human capital development. We define key terms in Box 1.2.
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DEFINITIONS OF AGRICULTURE HUMAN CAPITAL

There are many terms for human capital, covered in more depth in Module 4. 

•	 Knowledge: The theoretical or practical understanding of a subject through an  
	 active learning process.  
•	 Skills: Expertise which is often occupation-based and focused on competencies  
	 for economic value. The expertise may be technical, functional or business related.  
•	 Education: Expertise in a discipline by undergoing systematic instruction and  
	 learning, especially at a school or university. 
•	 Empowerment: A process that increases the capacity of people to make choices  
	 and to influence collective decisions towards desired actions (Danida, 2004).   

BOX 1.2 

Social capital can be an important link to human capital, as in the case of 
capacity development initiatives in Cameroon and Côte d�Ivoire (Gordon, 
2021). The toolkit focuses on individual human capital, however, and 
specifically, that of agricultural producers. 
 	 Agriculture human capital investment involves putting finances, time 
and other resources into strengthening the skills and capabilities of 
agricultural producers. The most important investor in agriculture human 
capital are farmers themselves who invest in many ways; however, many other 
actors play key roles.  Governments, international financial institutions, farmer 
organizations, the private sector and civil society all invest in human capital 
development for different reasons. Some projects and programmes seek 
economic returns such as higher productivity or increased incomes. Others 
aim to empower or increase the agency of small-scale producers. Human 
capital development initiatives often contribute to larger project goals. For 
instance, a project intending to expand farmers� market linkages may invest 
in human capital by  training  farmers in market analysis. Other investors focus 
entirely on human capital development. For instance, the Government of 
Ethiopia invested heavily in farmer training centres in the 2000s (Wordofa and 
Sassi, 2018). Government investment in basic education is an important 
means of improving producers’ human capital and also improves producers’ 
capacity to benefit from other interventions, such as training in market 
analysis and farmer training centres. 
	 Human capital development goes beyond just developing technical 
skills. Box 1.3 shows skills developed through a project highlighted in  
Module 5. 

SOURCE: Authors; Danida. 2004. Farmer empowerment: Experiences, lessons learned 
and ways forward. Copenhagen: Technical Advisory Services Danida.

   7AGRICULTURE HUMAN CAPITAL INVESTMENT: WHAT IT IS AND HOW TO USE IT



DEVELOPMENT OF TECHNICAL, SOCIAL AND MANAGERIAL SKILLS UNDER 
JHARKHAND OPPORTUNITIES FOR HARNESSING RURAL GROWTH PROJECT 
�JOHAR� IN INDIA 

The master trainers (MT) working in the JOHAR project are women smallholder  
farmers aged 28�34 with 10�15 years of formal education. MTs train community  
service providers and farmers in livestock management. MTs receive 34 days of training  
under JOHAR. One of these is a six-day residential training session covering adult 
learning and human values. They also learn about livestock rearing practices, financial 
practices and facilitation skills. MTs must pass certification exams set by the  
Agriculture Skills Council of India.  
 
The human capital gained provides opportunities for women to improve their  
livelihoods. One MT successfully started a poultry enterprise, and with the enhanced 
earnings and knowledge she is now the major decision-maker in her house. MT  
self-esteem and confidence were also enhanced. Many reported improved abilities  
to speak publicly, as well as better listening skills and empathy.

BOX 1.3

SOURCE: Kumar et al. 2021. Investing in women livestock advisers and farmers – Jharkhand  
Opportunities for Harnessing Rural Growth Programme in India. Rome, FAO and IFPRI.  
https://doi.org/10.4060/cb7116en

�I am an educated person, but I could not use my education 
in the village; now I read a lot about animal rearing and 
treatments, keeping an account of income and expenses, 
training the [community animal health service providers] 
and operating laptops� declares one MT.

“
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	  	 EXTERNAL INVESTMENT IN AGRICULTURE HUMAN CAPITAL 
Less than 0.2 percent of total international development finance between 
2015 and 2018 specifically targeted agriculture education, training and 
extension (Davis et al., 2021 based on OECD data and Atteridge et al., 2019). 
However, it is difficult to know the exact amounts since human capital goes by 
many terms and the proportion of funding that specifically targets human 
capital elements is often not explicit. It is similarly difficult to understand 
exactly how much is invested domestically through national or sub-national 
government budgets.
	 There are different types of human capital investment approaches. 
Typical or traditional projects are financed, at least in part, through an 
international financial institution with an implementing partner such as the 
government or a non-governmental organization (NGO). These projects 
typically have a set, relatively short time frame of three to five years. 
	 Usually, human capital is a sub-component of a larger project, such as 
the World Bank�s Maharashtra Project on Climate Resilient Agriculture. The 
project�s aim was to enhance climate resilience and the profitability of 
smallholder farming systems. One component focused on strengthening the 
adaptive capacity of smallholders to adjust and modify their production 
systems to moderate potential future impacts from climate events. 
	 Some projects, however, are standalone human capital investments in 
agriculture as the main goal. For instance, the International Fund for 
Agricultural Development (IFAD)  Rural Youth Vocational Training, Employment 
and Entrepreneurship Support Project in Mali  supported vocational training 
and microenterprise development for young people, especially women. 
	 Government programmes often institutionalize human capital 
development over a much longer period such as decades, as in the case of 
Haku Winay in Peru (Salcedo du Bois and Zimmerman, 2021), Cameroon�s 
Professional Training Programme in the Agropastoral and Fisheries Sectors 
(Takamgang and Lhoste, 2021) or Twigiri Muhinzi in Rwanda (Neza et al., 2021). 
Many countries have agricultural universities, colleges and training centres 
that are critical for strengthening human capital in agriculture. In the late 
1990sthe Government of India and the World Bank implemented the 
Agricultural Technology Management Agency model to facilitate and coor-
dinate farmer-led extension activities (Reddy and Swanson, 2006). 
	 NGOs and the private sector also provide extension services that 
develop human capital. Catholic Relief Services (CRS) has a curriculum called 
Skills for Marketing and Rural Transformation (SMART Skills)  that provides an 
integrated and sequential approach to strengthening farmer capacity to link 
up with markets and manage their resources.
	 In Indonesia, the private company Mars has been training Cocoa Doctor 
entrepreneurs through a network of Cocoa Development Centres in South 
Sulawesi. These entrepreneurs provide advice and coaching to 12 000 farmers 
directly in their villages. Mars also works with eight vocational schools and has 
established a cocoa curriculum to encourage young people to become 
involved in cocoa farming and related businesses.
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Other examples of human capital investment projects include investment in 
nutrition projects by the World Bank (2020) and IFAD; focusing human capital 
development on youth in Trinidad and Tobago or Indigenous Peoples in Brazil 
and Kenya (Davis et al., 2021; Mwangi et al., 2021). Human capital development 
can be through informal coaching as with the Mondel�z international 
sustainability programme Cocoa Life or formal as with the  school-on-air radio 
certification programme supported by IFAD (Davis et al., 2021).

Current agriculture human capital investment 
Agriculture human capital investment focus areas have changed over time. 
These changes include the methods or approaches, target groups, and overall 
themes and related skillsets. For instance, in 1980s there was more focus on 
home economics for women on farms and on productivity-enhancing skills. 
Today, farmer field schools and digital approaches are common. Skillsets for 
today have greater focus on climate change and entrepreneurship and go 
beyond a focus on production. Table 1.1 provides a snapshot of investment 
topics today within agriculture human capital. 

There are many different ways to invest in human capital in agriculture. Human 
capital development can and should be part of any investment project, given 
its linkages to other types of capital (Box 1.1). It strengthens other types of 
capital and thus investments. However, human capital is difficult to measure 
adequately in terms of benefits and costs, thus challenging decision-makers 
and investors to pitch the case for investment (see economic and financial 
assessment considerations in Module 6). 
	 Whatever the form or the theme of agriculture human capital develop-
ment, it needs to be thoughtfully defined, designed, implemented, monitored 
and evaluated. The next sections provide more information about how to  
do this. 

Table 1.1	  
Current focal areas for agriculture human capital investment

Methods and approaches Target groups Themes and skillsets

	· Various forms of farmer field schools 

	· Digital approaches, information and 	
	 communication technologies

	· Community extensionists and lead 	
	 farmer approaches

	· Small-scale agricultural producers

	· Women

	· Youth

	· Landless

	· Indigenous Peoples

	· Other actors in the value chain 		
	 besides producers (transporters, 	
	 advisers) 

	· Climate change

	· Resilience

	· Agroecology

	· Nature-positive solutions

	· Nutrition 

	· Business and marketing skills

	· Entrepreneurship 

	· Digital tools 

SOURCES: Authors’ own elaboration.
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Module 2 presents a set of definitions and categories that can be helpful in 
conceptualizing agriculture human capital investments (AHCI). This way, we 
also operationally define concepts that are used later in the toolkit.

Module 2 
De�ning agriculture 
human capital 
investment

Learning objective 
To be able to de�ne and discuss investment  

in agriculture human capital.

!
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		  AGRICULTURE HUMAN CAPITAL INVESTMENT AS A MODEL AND ITS  
		  SIX COMPONENTS

Building investments in agriculture human capital requires more than choice 
or design of development methods. Broadly, it requires the employment of six 
different, but potentially overlapping, components to form what we call a 
model  of AHCI.  These components are: 1) the target group; 2) individual skills 
providers; 3) development methods; 4) an objective for development in the 
field of human capital; 5) implementer(s); and 6) funder(s). Figure 2.1 gives an 
overview.

		  DEFINING SUCCESS CRITERIA
As this toolkit aims to provide approaches, tools and best practices for design, 
implementation, monitoring and evaluation of successful investments in 
agriculture human capital, we need to first clarify success criteria. We define 
successful investment in agriculture human capital as:

Therefore, for AHCI to be successful, human capital should be developed and 
strengthened and should enable producers to achieve their desired outcomes 
and impacts.

a form of intervention that achieves heightened or improved 
human capital among agricultural producers which is deemed: 

a) desired; b) appropriate; c) timely; and d) useful in enabling 
the pursuit of livelihood strategies and eventually desired 

livelihood outcomes and impacts within agriculture. 
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Figure 2.1
An investment model in agriculture human capital and its components

SOURCE: Adapted from Davis et al. 2021. Investing in Farmers: Agriculture Human Capital 
Investment Strategies. Rome, FAO and IFPRI. https://doi.org/10.4060/cb7134en

A model has one, often multiple, 
defined target groups whose human 
capital a AHCI model is designed to 
enhance. This target group could be 
farmers from a geographic area, or 

specific types of farmers (e.g., 
horticulture, livestock farmers)

A model has a more or less defined 
objective as to which field(s) of  

human capital should be developed 
among the target group

The implementer of an AHCI model  
is the given organization(s)  

or government(s) behind and  
responsible for overall implementation, 

for instance a national programme  
or project activity

A model has  
one or more funders

The target group is reached 
through direct contact  

with individual skills providers.  
These providers facilitate and support 

the learning process by teaching, 
advising or demonstrating  

different skills

The human capital development  
method is how and where learning  

takes place. These can include 
demonstration plots, farmer field  

schools or on-the-job training

Target groups

Implementers

Individual skills 
providers

Human capital 
type

•  Small-scale farmers

•  Agro-pastoralists

•  Youth, women, etc. 

•  Civil society

•  Public sector

•  Private sector

•  Extension staff

•  Lead farmers

•  Community advisers

•  Technical  
agricultural �skills�

•  Functional and  
social �skills

•  Managerial and � 
business skills

Delivery  
method

•  Formal

•  Non-formal

•  Informal

Funders

•  Development banks

•  International  
financial� institutions

•  Governments
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		  THREE FIELDS OF AGRICULTURE HUMAN CAPITAL 
Agriculture human capital implies skills and capabilities within more than just 
the field of agricultural techniques and practices. Specifically, three different 
fields are used here, namely: 1) technical agricultural skills;  2) functional 
skills; and 3)  business skills  (Davis et al., 2021). Table 2.1 gives an introduction, 
with concrete examples from case studies in 2020.

Table 2.1	  
Three fields of agriculture human capital and some examples

AHC field Focus in the field of AHC Examples of acquired agriculture human capital within given field

Te
ch

ni
ca

l a
gr

ic
ul

tu
ra

l s
ki

lls Often focus on good agricultural 
practices, i.e. the use of good 
management principles  
for agricultural production that  
do not harm the environment  
or human health.

Cocoa farmers in Indonesia gained knowledge around agronomy, phytosanitary 
control, harvest and post-harvest as well as skills in the fields of seeding, grafting, 
pruning, composting and harvesting.

Young learner in Cameroon: �The training has changed us, I respect the 
dimensions [for sowing] and the yields are very, very different.� 

Women livestock rearers in India learned about timely vaccination, deworming, 
castration, animal cleanliness, and provision of feed supplements and clean 
drinking water for their livestock.

Fu
nc

tio
na

l s
ki

lls

Often relate to skills in 
communication, leadership, public 
speaking, negotiation, conflict 
resolution, networking, critical 
thinking and decision-making.  Also 
include heightened agency and 
self-confidence. All of these are 
important for livelihoods dependent 
on agricultural production.

Learner in the United States of America: �I definitely learned a lot of my soft skills... 
how to speak in front of people, professionalism, how to network, just all-around 
people skills... how to talk to different people with different backgrounds than me 
and try to relate to them and not leave anybody out.�

Indian master trainers learned responsibility, participation, teaching and 
communication. They were responsible for: training community service providers; 
preparing venues; planning training content and sub-group activities, tests, 
feedback forms, and field assignments; logistics, and handling urgent needs of 
participants. Moreover, due to heightened expertise and self-reliance, they  
gained higher self-esteem and confidence. 

Women in Kenya were empowered in their household roles. After training in  
family budgets and gender awareness, many women said that awareness led to a 
new division of labour that reduced their heavy workload in the home. 

�After training, he changed. When I am sweeping, he takes the bicycle and fetches 
water. I realized I had been suffering, working the whole day without resting.� 

B
us

in
es

s 
sk

ill
s

Often includes managerial, market, 
financial and record-keeping skills, 
but can also entail a shift in mindset 
to perceiving farming as a business, 
and the opportunities that brings 
with it.

In Chile, participants gained management and planning skills, and the ability to 
follow protocols for monitoring productive activity by keeping registers. One male 
farmer stated: �sometimes we are a bit reluctant to keep records but we have had 
to learn to keep a register when, for example, a calf dies�. 

Indian female livestock producers gained skills in using markets and value chains, 
savings and credit, and market analysis. Financial awareness and understanding 
the economic importance of livestock increased significantly among community 
livestock service providers. Producers realised that livestock rearing was 
economically rewarding and less labour intensive than other local opportunities.

In Kenya, a participant stated: �I have learnt how to make a budget; initially  
I used to plant without one. Now I use the budget to track how much fertilizer I have 
used and through the records I can see my profits or losses. Like a planting 
calendar, I did not know anything about it at all. A problem map and the problems 
you are likely to meet when farming, on the roads or at the market and how to 
resolve them. So, I was able to learn that, when you have these problems, you can 
solve them�.

SOURCES: Authors, with edited quotations from Davis et al. 2021. Investing in Farmers: Agriculture 
Human Capital Investment Strategies. Rome, FAO and IFPRI. https://doi.org/10.4060/cb7134en
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While these are the three overarching fields within which to develop human 
capital in agriculture they should not be seen as rigid categories. These skills 
and capabilities can often overlap or be interdependent. For instance, 
gaining technical knowledge on production can lead to greater self-esteem, 
which can provide incentives to take on leadership roles and increase 
functional skills. These should not be seen as entirely separate forms of 
human capital however, these categories can be useful in discovering: 1) 
which skills are most needed for a desired impact; and 2) how best to develop 
those skills. Module 4 addresses this. 

		  THE MANY METHODS OF INVESTING IN AGRICULTURE HUMAN 	
		  CAPITAL � A TYPOLOGY

Knowing the specifics of how to develop agriculture human capital within one 
or several of the fields is useful when investing in AHC. We define an AHC 
development method as systematically applied procedures and techniques 
to provide information, advice, skills, training, education and other services 
to producers and to facilitate problem-solving and learning (adapted from 
David and Cofini, 2017). Examples of common development methods could 
be farmer field schools or community promoters. 
	 Choosing and designing the best suited development methods is 
arguably where most of the crucial decision-making occurs when investing 
in agriculture human capital. Generally, the myriad of existing methods can 
be divided into three categories depending on their levels of formality (Davis 
et al., 2021). Figure 2.2 gives an overview of the typology which Module 4 also 
addresses.

Figure 2.2
Typology of human capital development methods in agriculture

SOURCE: Davis et al. 2021. Investing in Farmers: Agriculture Human Capital Investment Strategies. 
Rome, FAO and IFPRI. https://doi.org/10.4060/cb7134en

Adult and youth learners

Formal InformalNon-formal

Agricultural 
education system

Extension  
programmes

• Farmer training centres
• Vocational education
• Agricultural colleges or universities
• Certification
 

Certification
CoachingOn-the-job 

training,
apprenticeships

•  Farmer field schools
•  Farmer study circles
•  Dimitra clubs

• Master trainers
• Farmer training centres
• Youth development

Individual

Groups

Experience

Media, meetings, 
markets

Farmer to farmer
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Module 3 
Building agriculture 
human capital through 
investment

		  INTEGRATING AGRICULTURE HUMAN CAPITAL IN A THEORY OF CHANGE
Writing up a theory of change can be useful for any project or initiative. This 
also applies when investing in agriculture human capital (AHC). A difference 
here, however, is that AHC is in many cases not the end goal in itself, but a 
means to reach it. When farmers learn new skills, the hope is that those skills 
will help solve problems or improve certain conditions which eventually will 
achieve the wider impacts that are the aims of the project. Therefore, in a theory 
of change, human capital itself can be seen as an output, rather than the final 
impact  (see Figure 3.1, in yellow).

Learning objective 
To be able to use the building blocks of agriculture  
human capital investment and elements of each  

in programme or project design, analysis, or evaluation. 

!
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Input Output Outcome Impact

Actions  
and behaviours 
adopted by 
farmers due  
to new human
capital 

Changes  
resulting from 
adopted  
actions and 
behavours

Agriculture 
human capital
developed

Implementation  
of human capital 
development 
method(s)

The key to successfully achieving the desired impact through investments in 
AHC is then twofold: first, understand how human capital in agriculture is best 
developed  input -> output;  and second, understand how and which kinds of 
skills and capabilities help farmers to adopt new practices which can 
eventually lead to the desired impacts  output -> outcome -> impact. 

		  THREE BUILDING BLOCKS TO INFORM PRACTICES AND DECISIONS
Building an agriculture human capital investment through programmes or 
projects requires three building blocks:	   

1.	 Understand how and which types of skills and capabilities have the  
	 best potential to lead to desired impacts is what we call the aspirational 	
	 building block, because as in a theory of change, these are changes  
	 you aspire to make. 
2.	 Understand how human capital in agriculture is best developed;  
	 that is, which  development methods  to apply, how to organize, and create  
	 incentives for learning. This we call the design building block. 
3.	The third and equally crucial part is to understand how contextual  
	 factors 	set the frames which make human capital development methods 	
	 possible and also how they influence outputs, outcomes and impacts.  
	 This we call the framing building block. Figure 3.2 summarizes these 		
	 three building blocks.

Figure 3.1
Agriculture human capital in a theory of change

SOURCE: Authors, adapted from Davis et al. 2021. Investing in Farmers: Agriculture Human 
Capital Investment Strategies. Rome, FAO and IFPRI. https://doi.org/10.4060/cb7134en
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Input

Implementation  
of human capital 
development 
method(s)

Design  
building block Aspirational building block

Framing building block

Inform design Influence output, outcomes and impact

Contextual factors that

Impact

Changes  
resulting from 
adopted  
actions and 
behavours

Outcome

Actions  
and behaviours 
adopted by 
farmers due  
to new human
capital 

Output

Agriculture 
human capital
developed

Key questions for the aspirational building block:
�	 What role does farmers� human capital play in bringing about  
	 desired impacts? Is it fundamental, such as empowerment,  
	 or supportive, such as better technical or decision-making skills? 

Key question for the design building block:
�	 How can implementing human capital development methods develop 	
		 this human capital?

Key question for the framing building block:
�	 How do contextual factors affect how human capital can  
	 be developed and how successfully it leads to outcomes and  
	 eventually impacts?

 
 
While we divide the process of building an agriculture human capital 
investment into these three blocks, they are not three distinct phases to  
be undertaken in a prescriptive order. Rather, they represent information 
gathering, goal-setting and decision-making activities that are ongoing, and 
interdependent. 

Figure 3.2
Three building blocks in augmenting agriculture human capital investments

SOURCE: Authors' own elaboration.

!
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Design  
building block

Aspirational  
building block

Framing  
building block

H  Impacts

I  Outcomes

J  Output

K 	Targeting

L 	Methods

M 	Organizing

N  Scaling and 	
	  sustaining

O  Keep improving

A 	Farmers

B 	Institutions

C 	Environment

D 	Providers

E 	Implementer

F 	Partner(s)

G 	Financing/ 
	 funding

Objective

Creating a thorough 
understanding of contextual 
factors that inform 
aspirational and design 
building blocks.

 
 
Key activities

Needs assessment, 
interviews, mini surveys, 
stakeholder analysis, analysis 
of institutional, regulatory, 
cultural and social factors, 
review of past projects  
and monitoring and 
evaluation results.

Objective

Identifying feasible and 
desirable human capital 
targets J , outcomes I   
and impacts H , informed  
by framing and design 
building blocks.

 
Key activities

Conversations with  
farmers, partners, and 
stakeholders, gather 
information from existing 
literature.

Objective

Creating a human capital 
development design that 
ensures best ways to achieve 
human capital targets J , 
outcomes I  and impacts H  
to be reached, informed by 
framing and aspirational 
building blocks. 

Key activities

Strategic decision-making  
on design, convening with 
partners, farmers and 
stakeholders, review of past 
projects and monitoring and 
evaluation results, creating 
monitoring, evaluation and 
learning procedures.

		  THREE BUILDING BLOCKS � OBJECTIVES AND KEY ACTIVITIES
We now discuss each of the three building blocks. Figure 3.3 presents them 
and the elements of each one as well as their main objectives and activities. In 
total there are 15 elements ( A � O ) across three building blocks. Each of these 
elements has its own objectives and activities and is described in the text. In 
each building block, farmers as well as partners play a pivotal role and there 
is a need for their active participation at each stage. See Module 5 for two 
cases exemplifying the three building blocks.

Figure 3.3
Content, objectives and key activities of three building blocks

SOURCE: Authors' own elaboration.
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As with the development of any project goal, developing human capital in 
agriculture is highly sensitive to its context, and is particularly dependent on 
the people who are set to learn new skills and acquire new capacities. Investing 
in AHC is only fruitful when learners find it relevant, appropriate, timely and 
useful. The framing building block is therefore very focused on the mindset of 
learners, or farmers, but also other factors presented in the following 
elements.

The main elements of the framing building block are A � G  in Figure 3.3. 
However, these, as well as key information about them, will vary from project 
to project and place to place, and the descriptions and topics highlighted 
below are not exclusive nor exhaustive. They may or may not overlap by their 
very nature.

A  Farmers: socioeconomic and cultural conditions

Framing building block
Objectives and key activities

DESCRIPTION 

KEY ACTIVITIES

Farmers, pastoralists, fishers, foresters, and other small-scale 
producers (here referred to simply as farmers) make up the main 
target group for agriculture human capital investments under 
discussion. These learners stand to gain new capacities, learn 
new skills or gain new knowledge. Therefore, it is essential to 
understand what they consider an improvement to their 
livelihoods and what they need to attain it, as well as aspects of 
their way of life and socioeconomic conditions that may 
influence the learning process, such as customs, existing or 
traditional knowledge, culture, preferences, and desires. 

Identify the geographical scope of the project and potential 
target group(s). Conduct needs assessments via semi-
structured interviews, minisurveys, focus group discussions and 
participatory consultations with potential target group(s) and if 
relevant, other key informants with deep knowledge of the living 
and socio-economic conditions of the target group. Depending 
on the geographical scope of the project, be sure to consult  
with farmers representing different agro-ecological zones, 
Indigenous Peoples, gender and age groups and, production 
and livelihood systems (FAO, 2011).

Main objective 
Creating a thorough understanding of contextual factors to 

inform aspirational and design building blocks.

!
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EXAMPLES OF 

AGRICULTURE �

LIVELIHOOD 

SYSTEMS

The main areas we need to understand from conversations with 
farmers include:

1.	 What are the current  agriculture / livelihood systems  among 	
	 the target group? 

2.	 What are the main challenges or struggles that farmers face?

3.	 What are farmers� needs and aspirations to better their  
	 livelihoods? 

4.	 What are the opportunities for changes in actions and 		
	 behaviour to alleviate those struggles or fulfil those needs and 	
	 aspirations? And which of these do farmers consider desirable, 	
	 appropriate, timely and useful?

5.	 Which support services are available to farmers such as 		
	 financial, informational and marketing?

6.	 Which skills and capabilities will be useful to farmers to adopt 	
	 those actions and behaviours?

7.	 Which relevant skills and capabilities do farmers already have 	
	 which they can further develop to facilitate learning new skills? 	
	 This can include Indigenous Peoples� traditional knowledge and 	
	 local farmers’ ancestral knowledge. 

8.	 Which new skills and capabilities will complement existing skills 	
	 and capabilities?

9.	 Which challenges and opportunities for learning and 		
	 developing human capital do farmers identify?

�	 Socioeconomic conditions: Social status, disabilities, 
financial assets, opportunity costs, size and status of land 
(leasing or owning), relationships, levels of education  
and literacy. 

�	 Logistics: Where are farmers in relation to the place  
of learning? Is transport available, , easy and affordable?  
Is there access to learning materials including digital 
resources such as smartphones, internet access and radio, 
farmers� calendars? Do farmers have access to a suitable 
place for onsite learning, e.g. a demonstration plot?

�	 Farmer segments: Recognize the differences among 
farmers regarding levels of interest and opportunities and 
barriers to engagement, as well as understanding the  
root causes of any potential disengagement.

Livestock rearing, cash crop and tree cultivation, home gardens, 
agroforestry, orchards, aquaculture, apiculture, fishing, as well 
as off-farm enterprises. Often systems are holistic and many 
overlap for an individual farmer. Investments in AHC are often 
embedded in one or several such systems, focusing on skills 
and capabilities directly applicable to that system.
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Element A  is a process rather than a one-off checklist. It is important to 
collect this information consistently while setting a theory of change 
(aspirational building block) and designing project implementation (design 
building block), and likewise to ensure farmer participation in all three building 
blocks, not just the framing building block. This is to avoid setting top-down 
priorities or implementation that is unsuitable for farmers.

!

B  Institutions: institutional, political, legal and  
	   organizational conditions

DESCRIPTION 

KEY ACTIVITIES

Institutions are any official or unofficial policies, norms, or 
organizations that affect the project. Official institutions can 
include national, district and local government agencies, 
para-governmental entities, policies and legal frameworks, 
for-profit enterprises, NGOs, associations and established 
community organizations. Unofficial (or one could call them 
intangible) institutions include markets, norms, customs, 
networks, and more loosely structured organizing patterns  
and activities, such as trading habits and migration. 

Collect information through interviews with farmers, relevant 
stakeholders such as local authorities, district commissioners, 
spokespeople, local/national organizations/NGOs and 
governmental agencies. Conduct analysis on the legal landscape  
in the given district/country. Carry out market and/or value chain 
analysis relevant to the project (certain crops, local/district/
international chains). Collect secondary data via national policy 
documents and stakeholder mapping. Review past human 
capital development projects in the area and the lessons 
learned.

The main areas we need to understand regarding institutions 
include:

1.	 Are community organizations present in the target group(s) and 	
	 if so, what are their motivations, aims, activities, membership 	
	 and level of influence? If there are a lot, how do they differ from 	
	 each other, and interact?

2.	 Are there any other types of organizations in the community, 	
	 such as NGOs, companies, associations that could affect the 	
	 project, and in what way?

3.	 Which types of district and/or national organizations such as 	
	 NGOs, companies, associations, could affect the project, and in 	
	 what way?

4.	 Which local government agencies or forms of community 	
	 governance are present, such as traditional/local authorities, 	
	 chiefs, elders, mayors, and if so, what are their motivations, 	
	 aims, activities and level of influence? 
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DESCRIPTION 

KEY ACTIVITIES

Environment here refers to the physical and natural environment 
where the project takes place. This includes the climate, soil,  
water, precipitation and wind conditions in which farmers 
undertake agriculture, fishing, or pastoralism. This can imply 
risks from natural or human-made events such as flooding, 
droughts, earthquakes, sea water rise, pests, pollution, new 
large-scale development projects like dams or highways. Lastly, 
it also includes the infrastructure necessary for farming, as well 
as for extension and service providers, such as roads, public 
transport, storage facilities and mills. 

Collect information on the physical and natural environment 
through observations and interviews with farmers, extension 
staff (if any) and local stakeholders. Collect quantitative 
information, if available, in the form of weather and climate 
statistics for the area.1

The main areas we need to understand regarding environment 
include:

1.	 Is the necessary infrastructure in place for planned project 	
	 activities?  

Keep in mind that activities from A  and B  can overlap, since farmers 
themselves make up local communities and therefore play active roles in local 
institutions, with varying levels of involvement. This is to avoid setting top-
down priorities or implementation that is unsuitable for farmers.

!

C  Environment: physical and natural conditions

1	 For a good example of data collection tools for challenging environments,  
	 see KoBoToolbox. 2022. [online]. www.kobototoolbox.org    

5.	 Which sub-national and/or national governmental institutions 	
	 could be involved with the project and in what way?

6.	 What is the legal framework or set of policies that affect the 	
	 project?

7.	 Are there any risks of future changes in policies/legal 		
	 framework that could affect the project?

8.	 What are the defining customs, norms, patterns, markets,  
	 value chains and other intra-community organizations in place 	
	 that could affect the project?

9.	 What are the defining inter-community or national organizing 	
	 patterns, value chains or migration patterns?
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DESCRIPTION 

KEY ACTIVITIES

2.	 What are agro-climatic conditions like?
�	 Do conditions suit some crops over others?
�	 How healthy is the soil?
�	 Is precipitation reliable?
�	 Are groundwater levels reliable and adequate for irrigation? 

Are pumps and power sources available?
�	 What are year-round weather patterns like? Are there risks 

of droughts or flash flooding? 

3.	 Do the surrounding areas pose other types of risks, such as sea 	
	 water rise, pests, air/water/soil pollution?

4.	 Are there any large-scale infrastructure and/or development 	
	 projects affecting farmers� land or access to resources?  
	 Are any such developments planned and if so, how might they 	
	 potentially affect farmers and farming activities?

A provider is anyone who facilitates any human capital 
development programming among farmers in pre-project 
implementation. This could be public extension staff assigned  
to the area of the potential target group or private businesses in 
communities providing agro-advisory services. If no providers 
are present, disregard this section. 

Collect information through interviews with existing providers  
and farmers.

The main areas we need to understand regarding providers 
include:

1.	 If providers are in the given area, what are their current 		
	 functions/roles/tasks/activities with the target group? What are 	
	 their methods and approaches to human capital development?

2.	 What are their current capacities?

3.	 What is their standing with the target group? Are they trusted/	
	 recognized, and what is the general satisfaction level among 	
	 clients?

4.	 Within which fields and institutions do they facilitate human 	
	 capital development: technical, functional or business? 

5.	 What role could current providers and their services play in  
	 the project? 

6.	 Are there any constraints that deter providers from fulfilling 	
	 their mandate?

7.	 How could their capacities fit or be developed for the purposes 	
	 of the project, for sustained institutional capacity?

D  Providers: existing human capital development conditions
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DESCRIPTION 

KEY ACTIVITIES

The implementer or co-implementers refer to the organiza-
tion(s) or entity(-ies) who bear the main responsibility for 
project design and implementation. These two tasks may  
be divided between two or more implementers or delegated 
to other persons or organizations who implement activities 
on the ground. The entities who implement sub-components 
are referred to as partners. They are responsible for specific 
portions but not the entire project (see F ).

Conduct assessments of existing capacities and areas of 
potential capacity development within the implementing 
institution(s). Identify skilled staff and/or departments best 
suited for project design and implementation. 

The main areas we need to understand regarding the 
implementer include:

1.	 Which capacities are beneficial or necessary for the project 	
	 implementer?

2.	 To what extent are those capacities present within the 		
	 organization?

3.	 Which staff/departments are most able to complete the 		
	 project tasks?

4.	 Which areas or capacities could be strengthened or 		
	 developed?

5.	 Given the capacity assessment, which tasks are suitable  
	 for the implementer to do in-house and which are better 		
	 through collaboration with or outsourced to partners?  
	 (See F  for partner capacities.)

6.	 What is the nature of the AHCI project, i.e. is it a stand-alone 	
	 project or a component in a larger programme, and what 	
	 does that mean for collaboration as an implementer?

7.	 What are the general mandate, approach and organizational 	
	 structure of the implementer, and how do they relate to the 	
	 implementation process?

E  Implementer: intra-organizational and capacity conditions

While this toolkit focuses on individual capacities, it is important to note there 
are three levels: individual, organizational, and systems (or enabling 
environment) capacities. Most farmers are part of social systems and farmer 
groups or cooperatives, which also need organizational level capacity. Links 
between organizational capacities are shown in the case on professionalizing 
farmer organizations through private sector-led models (Gordon, 2021). 
Individuals and organizations can function better when there is system-level 
capacity, the ability to shape and implement policies and regulations for the 
benefit of agrifood actors.

!
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DESCRIPTION 

KEY ACTIVITIES

DESCRIPTION 

KEY ACTIVITIES

Partners can be any organization(s) or person(s) with  
whom the implementer is collaborating on project design and/or 
implementation and who contribute resources.  
These can be actors functioning at national, district or local level, 
or all three. 

Conduct analysis and/or strengths, weaknesses, opportunities 
and threats (SWOT) at local, district and national level for any 
stakeholders with capacities and insights relevant to the project. 
Hold initial talks and discussions with potential partner(s) to 
estimate organizational fit.

1.	 Which actors with capacities and insights relevant to the  
	 project are present? 

2.	 Which capacities or other resources could they contribute  
	 in project design and/or implementation?

3.	 Is a partnership feasible or desirable? If so, what form of 			
	 partnership should it be?

4.	 Could there be risks entering into a partnership? If so, what  
	 are they?

5.	 If partnership is feasible and desirable, how are tasks to be 		
	 delegated and good communication ensured?

These comprise the resources available for project design, 
implementation, monitoring and evaluation for the lifespan of the 
project or programme. 

Create a clear overview of budgeted resource flows. Conduct a 
risk assessment depending on the source of resources.

The main areas we need to understand regarding funding include:

1.	 Which resources are available for project implementation,  
	 and what does that mean for the general scope of the project?

2.	 Where are resources coming from?

3.	 What is the timing of resource flow(s) throughout the lifespan  
	 of the project?

4.	 Are there any risks to future flow of resources and its reliability 		
	 depending on source(s)?

5.	 What are the capacities of implementer(s) and/or partner(s)  
	 to handle and report on funding? (These are part of the 			 
	 assessments in E  and F ) 

6.	 What funding or resources exist to continue the project 			 
	 activities in a sustainable way at the same location and to upscale 	
	 to other locations? 

F  Partner(s): collaboration opportunities and conditions

G  Financing and/or funding: resource and financial conditions
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H  Impacts: the long-term desired effects of the project

Aspiration building block
Objectives and key activities

Main objective 
Select feasible and desirable  

human capital J , outcomes I  and impacts H ,  
informed by framing and design building blocks.

Setting a theory of change for a project and incorporating AHC can be 
challenging. We suggest doing so based on a thorough understanding of 
relevant contextual factors, which is based on information gathered in the 
framing building block (elements A � G ).

KEY ACTIVITIES

OBJECTIVE

EXAMPLES  

OF IMPACTS

Analyse accumulated information/data from framing building 
block activities ( A � G ). Source existing knowledge from impact 
assessments and evaluation of other projects or programmes. 
Identify feasible and desirable human capital, outcomes and 
impact in participation with farmers.

Identify desired impacts of the project based on needs and 
aspirations of farmers. What is the long-term, measurable change 
that you want to see? Identify feasible and desirable human  
capital, outcomes and impact in participation with farmers.

Main questions to consider:

1.	 Based on conversations with farmers ( A ) on needs and 			 
	 aspirations, which are the main challenges within the given 		
	 agricultural/livelihood systems that the project aims to 			 
	 address?

2.	 Which opportunities exist to overcome those challenges? 

3.	 Which opportunities could farmers pursue by changing actions 		
	 and behaviours?

Is each opportunity feasible, measurable, timely and 			 
	 appropriate, given information from the framing building block 		
	 (elements A � G )?

Increased incomes, increased resilience of agricultural/livelihood 
systems facing certain disruptions, increased empowerment of 
marginalised groups in agricultural/livelihood systems, improved 
health and nutrition.
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OBJECTIVE 

EXAMPLES  

OF OUTCOMES

OBJECTIVE 

EXAMPLES  

OF OUTPUTS

Identify changes in actions and behaviours (outcomes) that can 
lead to the desired impact.

The main questions to consider include:

1.	 Based on accumulated information from A � G , which changes 		
	 in actions, activities and behaviours are most likely to lead to the  
	 desired impact?

2.	 Which of those changes can best be facilitated or are most 		
	 likely to follow from developing new skills and capabilities 		
	 among farmers?

3.	 Based on accumulated information from A � G , which  
	 actions and behaviours are measurable, feasible, timely and 		
	 appropriate?

These include adoption of technical agricultural practices, such  
as integrated pest management, pruning, harvesting, irrigation 
systems and storage, changes in behaviour such as taking up new 
leadership or entrepreneurship roles, changes in division of 
labour between household members, changes in strategies to 
reach markets or secure fair prices.

Identify agriculture human capital that can lead to desired 
outcomes.

The main questions we need to consider include:

1.	 Based on accumulated information from A � G , which type  
	 of AHC is most likely to lead to the desired outcomes?

�	 Which type of AHC: knowledge, skills, education, 		
empowerment, networking and/or social capital?

�	 Which field or combination of fields of AHC: technical 
agriculture, functional and/or business skills? 

2.	 Based on accumulated information from A � G , is the 			 
	 development of those new skills and capabilities feasible, 		
	 measurable, timely and appropriate?

Skills, knowledge, capabilities, greater self-esteem, positive 
attitude, confidence within fields of agricultural techniques and 
practices, social interactions and business practices as  
well as other areas relevant to the given agriculture/livelihood 
system or general well-being. It can also include changed 
mindsets, attitudes, and judgements.

I  Outcomes: changes in actions and behaviours

J  Outputs: agriculture human capital

Make sure to set the goals of H , I  and J  in consultation with targeted 
farmers. See Figure 3.4 for an example.

!
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Aspirational building block

Framing building block

Example

Female farmers testify 
that they are excluded 
from certain agricultural 
decisions and practices, 
which lowers their income 
and social standing ( A )

Example

In the community, a 
network of women’s groups 
are present, giving 
potential and space for 
developing new actions, 
behaviours and roles by 
women ( B )

Example

Female farmers find  
that learning livestock 
rearing skills is well 
suited to their current 
livelihoods ( A ) 

Output

Figure 3.4
Example of aspirational building block informed by framing building block

SOURCE: Authors' own elaboration.

Example of  
desired impact: 

Female farmers are 
empowered in agricultural 
decisions and practices, 
and improves incomes 
and social standing

OutcomeImpact

Example of actions 
and behaviours:

Female farmers are 
enabled to take up 
leadership and entrepre-
neurship roles; providing 
advisory services to 
community members

Example of  
agriculture human 
capital target: 
 
Expert knowledge and 
skills in livestock rearing, 
and increased self- 
esteem among female 
farmers
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OBJECTIVE 

KEY ACTIVITIES

Through a participatory process, select target group(s) that: a) are 
interested in partaking in the project; b) have potential to acquire 
new human capital and benefit from it; and c) testify to various 
needs and aspirations aligned with the project. 

1.	 Within the geographical scope set in A , develop clear criteria 		
	 for selecting the geographical areas of the project. This will 		
	 depend on:

�	 logistical scope and resource availability of the project 
(revert back to G );

�	 government priorities ( B );
�	 location-specific challenges the project aims to address ( H ), 

e.g. poverty, unemployment, food safety, climate change 
adaption, market access; 

�	 location-specific know-how and heritage of knowledge in 
relation to agrifood systems; 

�	 location-specific opportunities the project aims to take 

K  Targeting

Design building block
Objectives and key actions

Main objective 
Create a project design that ensures the likelihood of  

reaching human capital targets J , outcomes I  and impact 
H , informed by framing and aspirational building blocks.

The following elements within the design building block are meant as a tool to 
incorporate thinking and considerations on AHC within the project design, 
and not as a new set of project design guidelines, many of which exist.2

!

2	 For useful project design guidance, see FAO Investment Learning Platform:  
	 www.fao.org/investment-learning-platform/investment-cycle-phases/en/;  
	 World Bank Project Cycle: https://projects.worldbank.org/en/projects-operations/ 
	 products-and-ser-vic-es/brief/projectcycle#:~:text=Once%20all%20project%20	
	 details%20are%20negotiated%20and%20accepted,and%20the%20legal%20documents%20	
	 are%20accepted%20and%20; IFAD Project design and Management: www.ifad.org/en/	
	 project-design-and-management 
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advantage of: agroclimatic conditions allowing for different 
agricultural/livelihood systems ( C ); for example: suitable 
conditions for grazing, tree cover, growing certain crops, or 
developing aquaculture; existing capacities of local 
organizations ( B );

�	 other ongoing projects or programmes in the area;
�	 possibilities for collaboration with partners in the area. 

2.	 Based on new consultations with farmers on geographical scope 	
	 through, for instance, participatory needs assessments, 			
	 minisurveys, focus group discussions or other formats, discover:

�	 Which farmers have the potential or are already involved in 
agricultural/livelihood systems connected with the project? 

�	 Which farmers have expressed interest in acquiring new 
human capital related to a given agricultural/livelihood 
system?

�	 Which farmers are willing to invest time, effort and potentially 
resources in learning new skills and acquiring new 
capabilities? 

�	 Which farmers express needs and aspirations aligned with 
the project? 

3.	 Drawing on these consultations as well as assessments 			 
	 conducted as part of A , B  and C , select the target group(s) of 		
	 the project whose human capital you want to further develop.

4.	 Create an inclusion strategy ensuring all target group segments 		
	 can participate.

�	 Identify the barriers to participation or engagement each 
segment or target group faces, e.g. lack of transport or other 
resources (financial, digital tools, land), lack of social 
acceptance in relation to gender or LGTBQIA+ norms, social 
standing or lack of physical abilities. This can also include 
understanding why some farmers are not interested in 
participating.

�	 Devise a strategy to ensure participation for each target 
group segment given their socioeconomic barriers and 
available resources.

�	 Use this strategy when selecting development methods  
and designing the implementation activities in L .

Be sure to provide reliable and attainable incentives for learning rooted in the 
needs and aspirations of farmers (data from A ). If incentives such as higher 
value or productivity of crops, greater well-being remain out of reach despite 
acquiring skills and capacities, farmers may see no reason to invest time and 
effort in learning (Davis et al., 2021; McNamara, 2020). 

!
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OBJECTIVE AND
KEY ACTIVITIES

EXAMPLES OF 
DEVELOPMENT 
METHODS

OBJECTIVE 

KEY ACTIVITIES 

Select agriculture human capital development method(s) 
and design implementation activities best suited for AHC 
development. 

Module 5 is dedicated to decision-making around selecting  
and designing the best method to develop human capital in 
agriculture based on conditions and goals. 

Farmer field schools (FAO, 2016), certified community promoters, 
farmer training centres.

Design an organizational and management structure to 
implement human capital development that outlines the division 
of tasks, responsibilities and decision-making processes. 

1.	 Who does what, and how should they do it? Based on 			 
	 assessments from A , B , D , E , F , in consultation with 			
	 respective actors the roles, outline responsibilities and  
	 decision-making processes for the actors that have significance 		
	 for the development of human capital:

�	 farmers ( A );
�	 other stakeholders involved ( B );
�	 providers of human capital on the ground ( D );
�	 implementer or co-implementers ( E );
�	 partner(s) ( F ). 

2.	 Define the ways in which these roles relate to:
�	 How you plan to form governance bodies for decision-

making, oversight, budgeting and financial decisions (e.g. a 
steering committee). Consider the degree of decentralisation 
in decision-making, such as the design or financial decisions 
farmers themselves should make to support ownership of 
learning processes.

�	 Develop human capital directly. Which tasks relate to  
each activity in implementing agriculture human capital 
development methods L ? Consider existing local 
institutional systems/customs/responsibilities and define 
roles that complement them.  Local farmer groups and 
community members could well take on certain tasks.

�	 Set up new institutions to work within the organizational 
structure such as community-level commissions, boards or 
councils with defined roles and responsibilities. 

L  Method: how to develop agriculture human capital

M  Organizing: how to organize and manage implementation
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OBJECTIVE 

KEY ACTIVITIES 

Create a strategy that maintains the desired continuity and allows 
for replication and scaling of human capital development prior to 
implementation.

1.	 Assess which aspect(s) to sustain in the long run plus required 		
	 scaling, actions and strategies.

•	 For the project itself developing human capital, consider 
what it requires to ensure continuity, or its different 
components, beyond the initial time limit. Will the funding 
continue or are there alternative sources, partnerships, 
implementer(s), and capacity building from relevant 
institutions? Also, what would it require to scale up the 
project, and is there funding available for that?

•	 Are there any successful approaches from the project 
implementation? Discuss with relevant stakeholders how to 
continue, scale up or integrate these approaches into other 
programmes or into new ones. Provide ample evidence and 
documentation with information.

•	 Is there developed human capital among farmers and is it 
possible to ensure continuous farmer support? Will farmer 
coaching and advisory services or other supports be 
available after the project ends? Can they be scaled up 
beyond the project?

•	 What are the outcomes and impacts of the project? This may 
need a more holistic approach to identify a wider set of 
factors that support certain actions, behaviours and wider 
impacts. Consider how to sustain certain relationships, 
market channels, networks and other factors post project 
and how to scale up.  

N  Scaling and sustaining

3.	 Monitoring, evaluation and learning tasks ( O ) Establish capacity 	
	 strengthening within identified areas or institutions of need 		
	 (revert back to identified institutional skills needed under E ).

4.	 Establish communication and reporting channels and procedures  
	 throughout implementation.

AHCIs are often components of a larger programme investing in other areas 
simultaneously. Having a clear outline of intra-organizational roles and 
responsibilities as the implementer is key to facilitate development of human 
capital.

!
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OBJECTIVE 

KEY ACTIVITIES 

INDICATORS FOR 

AGRICULTURE 

HUMAN CAPITAL

2.	 Take step one in consultation and collaboration with partners and 	
	 other stakeholders, potentially reaching out to new stakeholders, 	
	 governments, ministries and companies that are relevant in 		
	 terms of continuity, replication or scaling up.

Create a clear strategy for monitoring, evaluating and learning to 
keep improving the project design once implementation starts.

1.	 Pre-implementation: Establish monitoring, evaluation and 		
	 learning mechanisms.

�	 Collect baseline data on existing skills and capabilities 
through surveys, interviews and focus group discussions 
prior to implementation.

�	 Set up channels for grievance, feedback and information 
sharing that are easily accessible for farmers, providers and 
staff working on the project, to learn from success or barriers 
to human capital development.

�	 Establish clear procedures on handling complaints, 
grievances and other feedback that are integrated into the 
organization ( M ) of the project.

�	 Ensure transparency of practices for all of the above to 
promote awareness among all involved, including 
communication channels. 

During implementation: Collect results on progress towards set 		
	 human capital indicators through surveys, interviews, focus 		
	 group discussions and compare with baseline data as well as 		
	 human capital targets ( J ). Consider mid-term reviews.

2.	 During implementation: Collect data from feedback and 			
	 grievances and follow established procedures. Ensure that 		
	 feedback is used to improve project performance.

3.	 Consider methods such as log frames, randomized control trials, 	
	 participation, reflection workshops, minisurveys, interviews.

There is no one way to determine indicators for AHCI when 
collecting baseline data and subsequently monitoring and 
evaluating progress. One could choose indicators of output, that 
is: What human capital have farmers gained? This can be difficult 
to measure but could rely on qualitative data from farmers, 
through surveys, interviews, focus group discussions. Progress 
indicators on outcomes, that is: To what extent are farmers 
adopting new actions and behaviours? Likewise rely on qualitative 
data from farmers but could be supplemented with observational 

O  Keep improving
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data. Finally, assess indicators on impact, that is: To what extent 
has the project delivered the desired goal(s)? This depends  
on the nature of the goal(s). If the project aimed for quantifiable 
goals such as increases in productivity or incomes, there are  
ways to measure impact through quantitative data, although there 
are significant challenges in determining cause and effect. If the 
project aimed for goals that are difficult to quantify such as 
well-being and empowerment, monitoring and evaluation is again 
based on qualitative data collection. For a deeper understanding 
of impact evaluation of AHC investments, see Module 4 and other 
useful resources (FAO, 2022a; FAO, 2022b).

Often, strategies for N  and O  are not fully formed until the project is ongoing. 
We suggest rather that all elements of the design building block are thoroughly 
planned fully prior to implementation. This includes developing an exit 
strategy as one of the first steps of the design process.

!
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ENVIRONMENTAL AND SOCIAL SAFEGUARD CONSIDERATIONS FOR  
AGRICULTURE HUMAN CAPITAL PROJECTS

All AHCI projects occur within a bigger picture: building human capital  (output)   
such that behaviours and actions are changed  (outcome)  and lead to larger project/
programme goals  (impact)  within a given area (geographical and societal). It can  
be difficult to imagine that an AHC project could have negative environmental and/or 
social impacts, however this can happen if the context within which the project works  
is not adequately assessed beforehand. Negative social impacts could be in the form  
of social conflict between those who receive the training and those who do not or 
discord over cultural sensitivity of the human capital targeted (e.g. does the project 
conflict with existing cultural norms or traditional knowledge?). The building of human 
capital can also, if not accompanied by specific safeguards or incentives to reduce 
these risks, prompt �brain drain�, where newly trained participants acquire skills that 
encourage them to leave their area because of the absence of local opportunities  
or compensation. 

By assessing the social context within which the project is planned, project designers 
can avoid, reduce, or mitigate these potential risks and negative impacts. It is important 
to consider inclusiveness when targeting participants, as some who are already well  
off, in terms of literacy or access to information, might be overrepresented compared  
to those more in need. In some cases, it is likewise essential to create a �safe space�  
for capacity development for the individual, as it is sometimes discouraged by religious 
beliefs, tradition, gender roles, norms and policies. A coaching approach to personal 
learning could remove any potential harm in these situations. With regards to wider 
conflicts, FAO provides guidance on conflict sensitive programming that can prove 
useful (FAO, 2020).

Likewise, on the environmental side, the human capital intervention (and the  
larger outcome or impact to which it contributes must be assessed in relation to 
environmental sustainability. An example of a well-intentioned human capital idea gone 
awry is the case of training farmers in some countries with water shortages and poor 
connectivity to irrigation systems in the use of solar irrigation pumps. In theory, the idea 
seems wonderful: farmers have access to water, agricultural productivity increases, they 
acquire skills in on-farm water management using renewable energy. In reality, the 
result is far from ideal. In countries without groundwater monitoring or legislation and 
enforcement on its use, many of these solar powered irrigation pumps are depleting 
groundwater resources without any replenishment and have developed into a problem 
of their own. The lesson learned is that without assessing the related output, outcome 
and impact of a project against the wider environmental, legal, social and political 
context a good idea can turn out to be disastrous

BOX 3.1

SOURCE: Authors’ own elaboration; FAO. 2020. The programme clinic designing conflict- 
sensitive interventions: approaches to working in fragile and conflict-affected contexts. 
Rome, FAO. www.fao.org/3/ca7494en/ca7494en.pdf
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		  INFORMATION FLOW BETWEEN BUILDING BLOCKS: A KEY PRINCIPLE 	
		  OF DESIGN AND � O  KEEP IMPROVING� 

As is evident above, the flow of information between the three building blocks 
is key. This is the case in the pre-implementation or design phase (Figure 3.5) 
as well as during implementation (see Figure 3.6). In the latter, the  aspirational 
building block becomes an evidence building block, where data on actual 
outputs, outcomes and impact move from being aspirations to guidance for 
continuous improvement in the design building block, and is therefore the 
primary principle of O  Keep improving.

Design  
building block

K 	Targeting

L 	Methods

M 	Organizing

N  Scaling & 		
	 sustaining

O  Keep improving

Figure 3.5
Information flows between building blocks pre-implementation

SOURCE: Authors' own elaboration.

A 	Farmers

B 	Institutions

C 	Environment

D 	Providers

E 	Implementer

F 	Partner(s)

G 	Financing/ 
	 funding

Framing  
building block

Aspirational  
building block

H  Impact

I  Outcome

J  Output

Data 2

What do contextual factors tell 
us about the best design 
strategies? 
 
Example: Most farmers own 
smartphones ( A ). Digital tools 
could therefore make part of a 
method ( L ), but should also 
inform on a targeting strategy  
( K ) that ensures inclusion of 
farmers without smartphones.

Data 1

What do contextual factors tell 
us about which types of human 
capital is important, and how 
they lead to desired impact? 
 
Example: Soil quality ( C ) is low 
and farmers testify of low yields 
( A ). An important type of 
human capital would be skills to 
improve soils.

Data 3

What do the elements of the 
theory of change tell us about 
the best design strategies? 
 
Example: Leadership skills and 
improved empowerment ( J ) 
among women are desired. A 
method that involves targeted 
women directly in decision-
making could therefore be 
relevant.
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