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REPORT TUFTS RESEARCH AND LEARNING LANDSCAPE 
ASSESSMENT 

I. Background	

Feed the Future Ethiopia Growth through Nutrition Activity is USAID’s flagship 5-year, multi-
sectoral nutrition and WASH project, which aims to improve the nutritional status of women and 
young children in the four productive regions of Ethiopia. The project focuses on the first 1,000 
days, from pregnancy through a child’s second birthday, recognized as the critical window of 
opportunity for a child’s growth and development. The project will achieve its objective by 
delivering nutrition sensitive livelihoods and agriculture activities; social and behavior change 
communication (SBCC) on nutrition, Water, Sanitation and Hygiene (WASH) and agriculture-
related behaviors; utilization of quality nutrition services; utilization of WASH products and 
services; and, multi-sector coordination and capacity to implement the National Nutrition 
Program and One WASH National Program. In addition, the project will implement cross-cutting 
activities, including gender and women’s empowerment, a rigorous learning agenda, 
convergence and overlay of multi-sector activities, and a crisis modifier to respond to unforeseen 
threats to development goals of the project. Save the Children leads the implementation of the 
project which is implemented in collaboration with five ministries, six international partners and 
four local partners. On this project, Tufts University (sub grantee) leads the learning agenda of 
the project, including research on nutrition and WASH, implementation of strategic evaluations, 
and knowledge management and dissemination. 

 Purpose 

As the preliminary assessment in the development of the learning agenda, Tufts University has 
conducted a three weeks research and learning landscape assessment in February 2017 to better 
understand the local research and knowledge management landscape around Nutrition, WASH, 
and Agriculture in Ethiopia and its potential strengths, challenges, gaps and opportunities.  The 
assessment also allows Tufts to identify partnerships and opportunities for collaboration, prevent 
duplication of efforts, maximize efficiency and effective use of resources, and design a learning 
agenda and knowledge management strategy that is supportive and responsive to the needs and 
challenges of the local research community.  

II. Methodology	

To begin, Tufts conducted a desk and systematic literature review, gathering and reviewing all 
current, relevant policy and program documents on Nutrition, WASH and Agriculture in 
Ethiopia.  
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Based on findings from the initial desk review, a qualitative questionnaire was developed to 
understand the current research, learning and knowledge management activities and practices, as 
well as challenges, opportunities and recommendations to improve use of evidence (findings, 
learning, knowledge) to inform programs and policies on Nutrition, WASH and Agriculture.  

A sample of twenty-six institutions (Annex 2) from government (ministries, research and 
academic institutions), INGOs including implementing partners, donors, and associations, were 
selected to participate in the assessment. The institutions were selected based on their high level 
of involvement in conducting, financing or providing technical support to Nutrition, WASH, 
Agriculture research, learning and/or knowledge management activities in Ethiopia.  
Organizations were asked to appoint the appropriate representative to participate in the 
assessment on their behalf.   

The assessment was conducted through hour-long, in-depth interviews (in person and by phone) 
using the questionnaire. Interviews were conducted either in English or Amharic depending on 
the language preference of participants. The interviewer captured participants’ responses by 
taking notes and using audiotapes after obtaining permission from the participants. All recorded 
information was transcribed accurately by the end of each day. The interviewer also reviewed 
some of the project communication tools and materials, including organizational websites, to 
better understand the documentation and dissemination practices of some of the participating 
organizations.  

Data Analysis:  Qualitative data was analyzed by triangulating information from various sources 
(desk review, in depth interviews, observation of KM tools/materials) by observing any trends in 
the responses (convergent or divergent) and categorizing information based on the different types 
of institutions (government, INGOs, donors etc.). 

III. Summary	of	Findings	

There was a positive perception among all participants that the Government of Ethiopia (GoE) 
and donors have placed greater emphasis on using evidence (research findings, learning, and 
knowledge management) to inform programs and policies in Nutrition, Agriculture and WASH. 
However, the findings show that there is a huge gap in the actual practice of using research 
findings to inform program and policies.  Some of the reasons cited for the gap include 
inadequate capacity to conduct research, present findings, or make policy recommendations that 
are easy for policy makers to absorb and adopt. The increased availability of research and 
learning platforms offers a great opportunity, however, they are not managed and coordinated 
well enough to serve as effective forums for sharing key research findings and policy briefs, or to 
conduct dialogues to influence and inform programs and policies in Nutrition, WASH and 
Agriculture. The findings also identified additional gaps in learning and knowledge management 
practices. These include: limited understanding and capacity regarding learning and knowledge 
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management, and the lack of a strong organizational culture that encourages and reinforces 
quality learning and knowledge sharing and management among different projects internally and 
externally. These gaps have resulted in duplication of efforts and resources in all three areas 
(Nutrition, WASH & Agriculture), therefore minimizing their overall effectiveness. Despite their 
great potential for increased impact, the execution and evaluation of multi-sectoral programs 
require additional specific capacity building interventions to ensure successful implementation, 
especially at lower levels of the health and agriculture sector structure.  

1. Strength	of	Research,	Learning	and	Knowledge	Management	

The majority (85%) of participants (32) perceived that there is an increasing emphasis from 
policy makers and donors toward generating quality evidence to inform program and policy 
decision-making at various levels.  This perception is supported by the wide availability of 
rigorous research that informed current national policies and programs in Ethiopia around 
Nutrition, WASH and Agriculture.  One frequently referenced evidence-based policy that was 
recognized for being instrumental in the formulation process was the National Nutrition Program 
(NNPII). The majority of participants also acknowledged using lessons learned from some of the 
recent, large flagship projects to inform new programs. One participant noted that some of the 
research findings from the Empowering New Generations to Improve Nutrition and Economic 
Opportunities (ENGINE) project were very useful in designing their new project.  Another 
participant indicated “there are strong public research institutions that conduct rigorous research 
to test new models/approaches that inform some of the existing policies, including 
macroeconomic policies…such as poverty reduction policies”.  

Contrary to the perception of the majority of participants outside academia that academic 
institutions only conduct purely academic research, information gathered from academic 
institutions indicates a significant shift on the part of some to also conduct research that is better 
designed to inform program and policy improvement. An increasing trend by academic 
institutions to collaborate with INGOs on various development projects is also encouraging in 
terms of building their capacity and ensuring sustainability of research and learning in Nutrition, 
Agriculture and WASH sectors. 

Many of the development partners and NGO respondents (75%) commented on the growing 
inclusion of learning and knowledge management components in their project workplans, further 
contributing to the theme of increased emphasis on learning and knowledge sharing practices. 
Information gathered through interviews and through review of some of the knowledge 
management tools and materials show that, although few, some of the institutions do have strong 
knowledge management systems in place. This is demonstrated through the availability of high 
quality communication materials; frequent dissemination of up-to-date information through 
websites, newsletters, and blogs; the dedicated assignment of knowledge managers; and 
innovative platforms for formal and informal sharing of new ideas, research findings, 
knowledge, and best practices. Very few institutions (15%), however, reported also having an 
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accountability and reward mechanism for encouraging adherence to good knowledge 
management practices. 

Almost all of the participating institutions (97%) indicated involvement – despite wide variation 
in levels - in government and/or donor-led research and knowledge management platforms. The 
main use of these platforms are to present major research findings and policy briefs, and host 
policy dialogues to share knowledge and experience in Nutrition, Agriculture and WASH 
program, as well as inform national policies. Some of the most frequently mentioned platforms 
by participants include FMOH/ RMNCH-N RAC, IFPRI, National development partners forum, 
and ag2nut (virtual). 

Annex 4 includes a list of available research and knowledge management platforms collected 
through the assessment. 

2. Challenges	&	Gaps	in	Research,	Learning	and	Knowledge	
Management	

Although the improved focus on usefulness of research, knowledge and learning to inform 
program and policies is encouraging, our findings show that there is a critical gap in consistent 
and adequate use of research findings and learning to inform program and policies in all 
categories of participating institutions in the assessment. This gap is even more prevalent in the 
use of research findings and learning to refine ongoing projects. Most of the research activities, 
especially of INGOs, are limited to conducting baseline, mid and final evaluations, and these 
findings are usually used to inform the design of new programs. There are also many instances 
where research findings are only used to track project progress and set targets. The most frequent 
reasons given for inadequate use of research findings and learning include: 

• Poor quality of research (including operation research)   
• Lack of strong policy recommendations even when there are good research findings  
• Research findings are presented with too much technical jargon, in a too lengthy format, 

and are not easily digestible for policy makers 
• Inadequate communication and use of platforms to bring together researchers and policy 

makers for dialogue around research findings and policy recommendations 
• Delay in timely dissemination of research findings 
• Limited attention given to operation research 
• Much of research at academic institutions is still conducted for academic purposes 

(publication) and limited attention is given to implementation science  
• In some cases, limited flexibility of donors to allow program adjustment/refinement of 

ongoing project based on research findings and learning 
• Lack of systematic review of research being conducted 
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Despite some concerns about the quality and applicability of the research being conducted, the 
main concerns centered on how the information is being presented or shared to policy makers 
and others in the research community. Concerns about timeliness, length, use of jargon, and lack 
of clear policy recommendations in research findings were expressed by many participants 
(85%).  One respondent explained “if you give a 60 pages report (on research findings) then 
policy makers are not going to read it, it cannot be too academic. But I see a lot of enthusiasm for 
policy makers to use evidence …most researchers publish and they think their job is done…. 
there is a systematic approach to presenting findings to policy makers…. policy 
recommendations are not concrete enough to be easily digested by policy makers….it is a 
capacity issue of researchers”.  

The prevalence of large flagship programs offers a great opportunity to make a big impact on 
Nutrition, WASH, and Agriculture programs, however, most of the research focuses primarily on 
the four major regions, which limits the ability to capture geographic and cultural diversities, as 
well as address specific needs from areas outside these four regions.  

While a positive finding indicated that there are many research platforms (government and 
development partners), the majority of the participants (91%) perceived that there is lack of 
systematic coordination and ownership of these platforms to serve as effective forums to share 
findings, learning, and knowledge to inform program and policies. As a result, most of these 
platforms operate on an ad hoc basis, usually to accomplish a specific task such as strategy 
development, and tend to lose focus on meeting national goals versus individual organizations’ 
interests and agendas.   

Duplication of efforts and resources is a major shortcoming highlighted through the assessment.  
The lack of government capacity to guide, lead and coordinate research and learning is seen to 
have contributed to this huge duplication of efforts and resources.  Another perceived 
contributing factor to this problem is the previously mentioned lack of effective use and 
coordination of research and knowledge platforms. The duplication of efforts and resources was 
expressed as a huge concern for both government and donors. It is becoming very difficult for 
development partners to attribute results to specific projects or interventions for prioritization of 
funding, as many implementing partners implement similar interventions in similar areas. As one 
participant explained, “there are a lot of things happening …in our woredas… all our comparison 
woredas are contaminated…. so it is very difficult to attribute or claim achievement that came 
about as a result of a specific intervention and project….this is making it difficult for donors to 
prioritize one project over the other and fund…”.  Similar concerns were expressed by another 
participant - “there are many instances where different donors implement similar activities in 
similar areas. Projects sometimes do not make adequate efforts to assess what has already been 
done, identify who is doing what, and instead start conducting research from scratch. This results 
in a huge amount of resource wastage.”   
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Although there is an increasing trend toward using evidence and following a consultative process 
in formulating policies, some institutions still hold the perception that non-state actors have 
limited space in influencing the formulation of national policies. Specific examples are nutrition 
sensitive agriculture policies, which respondents claim lack adequate evidence and have not been 
fully consultative in the policy formation process.  

Findings show that although there are few projects that are being implemented in partnership 
with multiple government (sectors) and NGOs, a majority of research projects have limited 
collaborations and partnerships with other institutions.  This lack of partnership and 
collaboration further worsens the duplication of resources and efforts, and limits the opportunity 
for multi-sectoral collaboration and implementation of Nutrition, WASH and Agriculture 
programs. 

Knowledge management was a new term for a majority of institutions (75%), and there were 
various levels of understanding of its meaning and use in influencing programs and policies. The 
majority of participants (87%) indicated significant underperformance around systematically 
identifying, capturing, and disseminating key research findings and sharing knowledge internally 
and externally of their organization. Some of the most frequently mentioned reasons for this 
include lack of capacity, cultural barriers, limited awareness and attention to knowledge 
management, and lack of organizational commitment and leadership to create good knowledge 
management practices. As one respondent said, “knowledge management is not all about having 
technologies, it is about creating a culture for collective, team and peer learning.”  

There was a perception indicated among respondents that multi-sectoral approaches could bring 
a greater impact to Nutrition, WASH and Agriculture programs. However, most of the 
participants (78%) perceived some of the challenges to be varying levels of commitment by 
different ministries and a lack of coordination and capacity to implement multi-sectoral 
interventions, especially at lower levels of government structures. 

3. Existing	opportunities	

The following are some of the most frequently mentioned existing opportunities to conduct 
research, learning and/or knowledge management activities in Ethiopia: 

Ø Evidence-based policies, (mainly in Nutrition and WASH) which lay a good foundation 
for successful implementation 

Ø The availability of many platforms coordinated by government, donors, academia, 
associations for sharing research findings and learning among different research 
communities and program managers and policy makers 

Ø Increased emphasize from government and donors given to increase private sector 
engagement in development work.  Increased evidence that private sectors contribution to 
development work. “Private sector participation is coming…a long time ago education 
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was only for employment, but recently university graduates come together and 
register….to establish a private firm…… provide different kinds of private services …. 
trainings, advisory, researches etc.….”  

Ø The availability of “professional associations for different fields in nutrition and 
agriculture…have the potential to advance research in the respective areas” 

Ø Availability of various strong public research institutions with respective regional offices 
to conduct research specific to individual regions  

Ø Increased funding for multi-sectorial implementation of Nutrition, WASH and 
Agriculture programs 

Ø Increased emphasis from government, NGOs, and development partners on encouraging 
learning and use of quality evidence (research findings and learning) to inform program 
and policy formulation 

Ø The availability of large flagship and national programs (Nutrition, WASH and 
Agriculture programs) that the research community and policy makers can learn from, 
and with the potential to make greater impact on Nutrition, WASH and Agriculture areas  

Ø USAID’s open data policy that requires implementing partners to avail research data 
online has the potential to increase access and utilization of data 

Ø The large and increasing number of academic institutions/universities and army of 
researchers; 
EPHI’s new initiative to establish a Multi-Sectoral Nutrition Database is perceived to 
increase access and use of research for program and policy improvement purpose.  
 

4. Key	Recommendations		

The respondents to the assessment had many insightful recommendations about how the 
perceived gaps, challenges and opportunities in the research and learning community could and 
should be addressed.   

In regards to coordination, the recommendation was that the government has to strengthen its 
capacity to coordinate and streamline the different research activities and platforms, to plan to 
avoid duplication of efforts and resources. Donors also should further support the government 
efforts in this role through building the capacity of government, as well as devising different 
strategies and requirements for projects so that implementing partners work together in a 
complementary manner - i.e. sharing learning among different projects, putting in place 
knowledge management systems, etc.  

The upgrading of National Nutrition Coordination body, accountable to the Prime Minister, that 
can lead, guide and influence all sectors could greatly facilitate the execution of multi-sectoral 
interventions and address many of the challenges.   
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In order to fill the many gaps in capacity that were identified (research methodology, preparation 
of policy briefs, presenting findings, grant writing, etc.), government and donors need to make a 
concerted effort to ensure project implementing partners integrate capacity building activities 
into their work plans (i.e. strengthening M&E and research platform under national coordination 
body). Government, donors and implementing partners should work together to ensure there is a 
capacity for research, learning and knowledge management to inform the programs and policies 
of Nutrition, WASH and Agriculture programs. The government also needs to take the lead in 
coordinating research, learning and knowledge management activities through coordinated 
platforms to ensure that implementing partners including private sector are working in a 
complementary manner to achieve the national goal of reducing stunting.  

Respondents felt that donors can play a key role in ensuring that learning is incorporated into the 
work plans of implementing partners, through methods such as creating dedicated learning teams 
with dedicated resources, linkages with promoting institutions, and developing a coherent 
institutional learning agenda. Donors also need to become flexible to encourage and allow 
refinements or adjustments to ongoing programs based on learning and program research 
findings. 

Another key recommendation was the need for increased emphasis on a culture of data use at 
different levels of design and implementation, a need for creating awareness and building 
capacity for data collection and usage, and establishing systems that encourage and reward the 
use of research and learning to inform program and policy improvement at the project, 
organization and national level. In regards to knowledge management, there was a common 
recommendation to incorporate knowledge management into program design and activities, 
develop systematic approaches for identifying, documenting and disseminating research 
findings, developing best practices for communicating research findings, learning, and 
knowledge both internally and externally. 

Many (60%) respondents (32) recommended that the increasing number of academic institutions 
be leveraged by building their capacity and creating opportunities for academic institutions to 
partner and participate in development projects. One capacity building approach could be a type 
of clustering, where 1st line universities mentor (advanced capacity) and coach 2nd and 3rd 
generation universities with limited capacities. In addition, use a mechanism for evaluating the 
performance of universities and research institutions based not only on the number of 
publications but also on the influence of their research on implementation science and program 
and policy. One respondent explained CGIAR is one good example of an institution that 
evaluates project performance based on research findings contribution to policy and development 
work. 

Despite the promise of multi-sectoral programs, the respondents wanted greater recognition that 
these programs have different capacity requirements for implementation in terms of designing, 
coordinating, evaluating and financing, compared to single sectoral programs. There is a need to 
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build the necessary capacity for successful execution of multi-sectoral program implementation 
with a special focus on the lower levels of the government structure. Leveraging the various 
ministries (signatories of NNP) to identify new research areas in Nutrition, Agriculture and Wash 
areas could improve the successful implementation of the multi-sectoral approach. In addition, 
the effectiveness of multi-sectoral collaboration needs to be evaluated, including review of the 
integration of the various sectors, and developing an accountability system to better ensure each 
sector carries out its roles and responsibilities in an effective and impactful manner. 

Some final recommendations included: leveraging some of the existing platforms i.e National 
Nutrition Coordination body and building their capacity to play a critical role in identifying 
priority research areas, collecting and presenting findings and learning in the form of policy 
briefs and policy dialogues that policy makers can easily understand and put into action, and 
conducting evaluations on the successful translation of research findings for informing programs 
and policies for multi-sectoral approaches.  

Building the capacity of Government to coordinate and guide research, learning and knowledge 
management activities to ensure complimentary and responsiveness of research and learning 
programs. Donors and NGOs also collaborate with government and devise strategies to avoid the 
existing duplication of efforts and resources.  The existing Feed the Futures Ethiopia Growth 
through Nutrition activity convergence and layering initiative is one good example with a 
potential to minimize duplication of efforts and increase the complementarity of the project with 
other similar projects.   

IV. Relevance	to	Growth	through	Nutrition	Activity	

The findings of this assessment are extremely applicable to the design of the Learning Agenda 
Strategy for the Growth through Nutrition Activity. The emphasis on the importance of strong 
knowledge management systems, focus on timely, operational research, capacity building around 
translating research findings to policy recommendations, strong data collection, management and 
sharing, capacity building for academic institutions and for implementers of multi-sectoral 
projects, and leveraging of existing research platforms, informs and supports the planned 
approach for the Learning Agenda Strategy and Knowledge Management Plan.   

Through the assessment Tufts has identified potential collaborating platforms and institutions to 
implement our program in a complementary and responsive manner. Some of these platforms 
include the EPHI’s National Information Platform on Nutrition (NIPN). 

Identifying the capacity, gaps and opportunities will help prevent duplication of efforts and more 
effectively leverage existing resources. There will be a very strong emphasis on the strategy 
design on collaboration around research priority areas that could fill some of the identified gaps 
(i.e. multi-sectorial collaboration) and knowledge management structures, including plans for 
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internal and external project communication and knowledge management. For external 
communications, the plan will draw heavily on the recommendations of the research community 
needs assessment in identifying target audiences, developing appropriate communication tools, 
and channels for dissemination. The plan will develop strategies for collaborating with other 
research and learning platforms, and oninnovative ways to present research and learning in an 
engaging way. Its goal will be to make research easily available and comprehensible in order to 
apply to policy and programming decision making.  The strategy will also seek to highlight 
members of the community integrating research and learning into their activities in new ways. 
The findings of this assessment will also help Tufts to tailor capacity building activities around 
identified areas relating to research design, knowledge management, creating and presenting 
research findings, and coordination of research platforms.   

Lastly, assessment findings set the groundwork for creating an accountable system for 
identifying, prioritizing, and conducting research and learning activities by seeking input and 
participation from key partners and stakeholders, and beginning conversations around 
collaboration and strengthening of the research and learning sector in Ethiopia.  

V. Limitations	

One focus of the Growth through Nutrition Activity is increasing private sector engagement in 
the implementation of the project, including private sector involvement in the research and 
Learning Agenda activities. We acknowledge, however, the absence of private institution 
participation in the assessment due to the inability of the few private institutions identified to 
participate in the assessment, thus limiting our first-hand information on private institution 
research, learning and knowledge management practices, and our understanding of their 
challenges, opportunities and contribution towards informing programs and policies in Nutrition, 
WASH and Agriculture. Despite this fact, the project is cognizant of the important role that 
private sectors can play in informing program and policy in the three areas. Growth through 
Nutrition continues to devise various mechanisms to identify private sector actors that could 
contribute to the achievement of the project through their participation in the development and 
roll out of the Learning Agenda Strategy and activities. 

VI. Dissemination	of	Findings:		

Preliminary findings from the assessment were shared and discussed with workshop participants 
during a Tufts University one-day Learning Agenda Workshop that was conducted on Feb 20, 
2017, at Capital Hotel in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia. The majority of the workshop participants were 
also participants in the assessment.  
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This final report will be disseminated to participating institutions and workshop participants via 
e-mail. The report also will be included as resource material on the Growth through Nutrition 
Knowledge Management website (under construction as of this report) in order to be accessible 
to the research and knowledge management community. 

VII. Annexes	
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