
Learning into practice – new data-driven
paradigm for inclusive agricultural development

On November 29-30th 2022 IDH Farmfit hosted a 
2-day event to introduce and validate a new data-driv-
en paradigm for investing in inclusive smallholder 
business models. Through the two days we shared 
insights derived from our aggregated analyses using 
100+ business models and from working concretely 
with companies in improving their business models. 
The result reflected a step-change in what is possible 
when you apply a standardized methodology to 
understand the performance and drivers of business 
models serving and / or sourcing from smallholder 
farmers.

Convening over 130 business leaders, the event 
sessions were organized in a highly collaborative and 
interactive manner, allowing the audience to provide 
honest feedback on our insights and approach, share 
thoughts on how they think these insights can 
improve outcomes for farmers and companies, 
exchange learnings on what they are seeing in their 
own organizations, reflect on how we can better 
organize data as a sector, and much more, serving 
and / or sourcing from smallholder farmers.

The conference was bursting with rich and inspiring 
conversations, critical reflections and many group 
discussions.

These are our key take-aways from sharing and listen-
ing in during the 2 days:

Global food systems are under high pressure and 
smallholder farmers are particularly at risk. More and 
better investment is needed to realize lasting transfor-
mational outcomes for farmers, rural communities 
and the businesses that engage with them. The 
private sector should and can play a key role beyond 
traditional sustainability commitments, to address 
systemic issues and better distribute value. However, 
engaging the private sector will require breaking long 
anchored perceptions around the commercial viabili-
ty of serving smallholder farmers (SHFs). It is time for 
new investment approaches in smallholder markets 
that can achieve impact at scale.

#1 Time is up: we need more and smarter 
investment to reach and accelerate transfor-
mational outcomes in smallholder markets
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Our database, of over 2 million data points across 100 
inclusive businesses, 20 countries and 25 value 
chains, allows us to reach much more rigorous 
analytical insights that what we - as IDH and probably 
as a sector - have often relied on in the past.

This data allows for more objective comparison and
benchmarking of performance. For instance, the cost 
to serve a farmer can range widely from USD 2.5 per 
farmer per annum to USD 4,400 per farmer per 
annum, with the median cost being USD 74 per 
farmer per annum. Stand-alone insights into the costs 
structures of business models are not su�cient to 
understand whether a business model is successful 
or not, but they are a key piece of information to start 
learning how and how much we need to invest on 
farmer to drive and improve impact while being com-
mercially viable.

Our insights also help to verify our perceptions. For 
instance, challenging the deeply-held perception that
service provision to Smallholder Farmers (SHFs) is 
inherently unsustainable and requires subsidies, our 
data suggests that most business models that are 
investing more per farmer also tend to recover more 
of those costs by charging farmers for these services 
how much you need to invest on farmers to drive and 
improve impact while being commercially viable.

We also shared how local and regional food crops in 
loose value chains - traditionally perceived as harder 
to invest in - are associated with more investment per 
farmer, greater recovery of those costs from farmer 
payments for services and even higher farmer 
income uplifts. The data and qualitative insights that 
we have gathered by working closely with compa-
nies, allow us to identify a range of potential explana-
tions for these di�erences. For instance, there are 
often more opportunities for cross-subsidization of 
sustainability activities in tighter, often cash crop value 
chains (e.g., sustainability premiums), and we 
frequently see much closer integration of commer-
cial and sustainability teams in companies active in 
(often regionally-traded) food crop value chains.

These data points can serve as a strong basis to 
engage in honest discussions with private sector 
actors and other stakeholders on the market opportu-
nity and how market-based models can optimize 
benefits for farmers', rural communities and business-
es’. For investors, our business model analyses o�er a 
di�erent methodology to assess investment opportu-
nities. It allows them to go beyond their financial due 
diligence to look into the economic business case.

More broadly, these analyses can also allow us to 
understand in what instances there is a limited or no 
positive business case at all for private sector actors – 
and what role public and private capital partnerships 
play to, for example, grow farmers into commercially 
viable customers and / or enable alternative 
(non-farming) sources of income.

In practice, making investment and business deci-
sions based on data will require going beyond broad 
sector averages on cost to serve, cost recovery and 
farmer income uplifts to case specific data points. It 
will also require getting a broader view on outcomes 
e.g., sourcing margins, risk and even “hidden” value. 
For example, a company can have relatively high 

#2 Data and intelligence on what defines and 
what drives successful service delivery to 
smallholder farmers allow us to start bench-
marking performance, challenging percep-
tions, and deploying capital more e�ciently 
and e�ectively

#3 To design and scale business models that 
are inclusive and commercially viable for both
businesses and farmers you need both aggre-
gated data insights and practical, context spe-
cific insights on the “how”
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As an example, while our data suggests that at the 
aggregate level last mile agent networks can have a 
positive influence on the cost to serve, variability 
across business models is huge. It is only by under-
standing the realities and complexities around imple-
mentation that we will be able to answer under what 
conditions an agent network has a positive impact 
for both businesses and farmers. During our event 
we discussed specific examples to show the di�er-
ences in the “how” of agent models. For instance, 
the importance of segmenting agents to assign 
responsibilities, tailor agent capacity building, 
customize incentive plans and introduce innova-
tions. We feel these case specific examples are of 
added value as they allow companies and investors 
to think beyond the business models they are famil-
iar with and start thinking about innovations and 
improvements.

Inspired by the collaborative energy in the room, and 
the recognition of common, sector-wide pain points,
participants and organizers alike opened their hearts 
for collaboration with peers (sometimes competitors)
and drafted their wish lists of what needs to happen 
to catalyze inclusive agricultural development.

Most action points anchored around the need to 
increase access to data and accelerate peer to peer 
learning.

Some were admittedly longer-term aspirations and 
inherently complex to implement, despite the 
common agreement on their value. For instance, the 
plea for a sector-wide, publicly accessible platform 
aggregating harmonized farmer and business level 
data from all organizations serving and / or sourcing 
from smallholder farmers. A platform where each 
organization using its services also generates data for 
the benefit of everyone else? Count us in!

#4 There is appetite for pre-competitive 
collaboration – it is time to translate this 
willingness into action

costs to service farmers, but if such services contrib-
ute to higher loyalty and higher volumes sourced per 
farmer, then the sourcing e�ciency gains can easily 
outweigh the higher costs. Other sources of value 
that can justify increased investment on farmers can 
be even more indirect, like increasing employee 
attraction and retention or reducing reputational risk.

Our database goes a long way in getting to more 
granular data points - it allows to break analysis by 
over 150 dimensions, covering service delivery 
model design characteristics, the situational context 
and business model performance. Yet on its own is 
not nearly enough.

Firstly, data also needs to be available, a�ordable and 
actionable, to be used by decision makers. Access-
ing farmer and business data cost-e�ciently contin-
ues to be a key concern for investors and businesses. 
Translating data into intelligence that can be applied 
by stakeholders internally requires reflecting on what 
data will be used for and in what formats it should be 
delivered based on the target user needs and capa-
bilities.

Secondly, getting to a more complete answer on 
what it takes to serve smallholder farmers in an inclu-
sive, sustainable and commercially viable way, will 
require complementing data insights with a broader 
narrative that builds on the practical examples and 
demonstrations of proven business models. Our 
aggregate-level data can serve as a starting point for 
deep and provocative discussions on the potential, 
challenges and nuances of business model innova-
tions.
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But here comes the good news. Most of the action 
points were, relatively speaking, “quick wins” that we 
can already start working on together. These include:

Make sure to keep up-to-date on future events and 
our latest publications by subscribing to our newslet-
ter.

Next in line will be a series of webinar sharing a sum-
mary of the insights presented at the event, for those 
that couldn’t attend and some smaller in-person 
learning sessions diving into specific value chains and 
themes.

In the meanwhile, if you are looking to analyse your 
smallholder business model, explore how to work 
together in some of the actions mentioned above or 
just want to reflect on insights and experiences, reach 
out to farmfit@idhtrade.org.

Finetuning the “basics” - who will use what data, 
for what and how?

Experimenting with leaner data collection meth-
odologies – how can we bring down the cost of 
accessing farmer and business level data?

Collectively reflecting on a broader use of 
outcome metrics that define successful engage-
ment with smallholder farmers – how do we 
account for risk, environmental outcomes and / 
or other hidden sources of value?

Engaging on smaller, more frequent to 
peer-to-peer discussions that allow for experi-
ence sharing and problem solving around 
common challenges.

Raising farmers’ voices in both data and peer to 
peer learning e�orts – how can we get data back 
to farmers and better learn from their own experi-
ences and needs?
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In early 2023 we will reflect on the feedback we have 
received during and after the event and review our 
approaches, analytics and insights accordingly.

We will also be working hard on our analytics and 
intelligence to publish an interactive knowledge prod-
uct summarizing our insights and allowing readers to 
engage with our data and case studies.

What’s next

Greetings from the Farmfit team and our best wishes for a Happy New Year
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