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Do Agricultural Input Subsidies on Staples 
Reduce Dietary Diversity?

Investigators: Helen Walls (PhD), Ephraim Chirwa (PhD), Mirriam Matita (MA), Jacob Mazalale (PhD), 
Tayamika Kamwanja (MA), Deborah Johnston (PhD), Richard Smith (PhD) 

Objectives
The primary objective examined the influence of Malawi’s 
Agriculture Input Subsidy programme on food choices, and 
in particular, the effects of the AIS programme on dietary 
diversity in Malawi. The study also explored the wider 
context of food preferences and trade-offs with respect to 
characteristics such as gender and socioeconomic status.

Background
Investment in agriculture input subsidy (AIS) programmes 
has potential to raise agricultural productivity and improve 
diets. Many low- and middle-income countries, particularly 
those in Africa, have expressed interest in such programmes 
or are implementing them. However, little is known of the 
wider context of AIS programme implementation and 
the effect of these programmes on food choices, as well 
as household and gender dynamics. In Malawi, the Farm 

Input Subsidy Programme (FISP) primarily subsidizes 
maize and legumes by increasing farmers’ access to key 
agricultural inputs. At times it has directly benefitted ~80% 
of Malawi’s farm households, but while it continues to 
be a major intervention in smallholder agriculture, the 
number of beneficiaries has declined to about 900,000 
households.  While FISP and similar programmes across 
Africa are hypothesized to improve food security and 
support smallholder livelihoods, there is considerable 
contention about the programme impacts, as they tend to 
target energy-dense but nutrient-poor staple crops. This 
could have negative consequences for desired outcomes, 
including diet quality. This research provided nutrition and 
agriculture policymakers a more nuanced and contextual 
understanding of AIS programme impact on food choices 
and consumption to support development of nutrition-
sensitive policies.

Key Takeaways
•	 The Malawi Farm Input Subsidy Programme (FISP), an agricultural input subsidy (AIS) programme 

which provides inputs to farmers to support the production of maize and legumes, did not 
significantly impact food choice or dietary diversity, nor did it significantly improve the livelihoods 
of poor farmers with limited production capacity. 

•	 Food-insecure populations tend to gravitate toward maize-based products for production and 
consumption due to the relative affordability and accessibility of those items, which has negative 
implications for dietary diversity among the poor.  

•	 Engagement with food markets is associated with increased dietary diversity but growing and selling 
maize does little to increase the income of poor farmers, thereby limiting their ability to engage with 
markets.

•	 The poverty and food insecurity experienced by these populations, combined with small plot sizes, 
results in prioritization of maize production over other crops. 

•	 While implementation reform would be partially beneficial, this study suggests that policy would 
be more nutrition-sensitive if it focused on increasing income and reducing impacts of seasonality. 

•	 Some stakeholders advocated for the programme to target productive farmers – and suggested that a 
different system is needed to address poverty.
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Methods
This study took place in rural areas of Lilongwe and 
Phalombe Districts in south and central Malawi. Qualitative 
data included 24 semi-structured interviews with 
policymakers and other stakeholders, as well as 16 focus 
group discussions with people in the village communities, 
including FISP beneficiaries. These data enabled the study 
team to explore stakeholder perceptions of FISP impact 
on dietary diversity, and the context for this, including any 
perceived barriers in FISP implementation. Quantitative 
data included household surveys with 400 households 
(some of which were FISP beneficiaries) on topics related 
to household agricultural activities, food- and non-food 
expenditures, foods obtained from non-purchased 
sources, food security. Dietary assessment which was also 
undertaken. Quantitative data collection also included 
market surveys of food prices and a discrete choice 
experiment with a subset of the surveyed households. 
These data enabled the study team to infer FISP impact on 
changes in food price and on consumption patterns in the 
context of food preferences, tradeoffs, and hypothetical 
consumption responses to different price scenarios for 
maize and other foods.    

Results
This study found that while there was no significant impact 
of FISP on food choices or dietary diversity, there was a 

relationship between market engagement and dietary 
diversity.  Even if the FISP were resulting in lower maize 
prices, food insecurity and demand for energy-dense foods 
led people to purchase more maize and less of other foods. 
Potential explanations for this include FISP policy design, 
FISP policy implementation, and characteristics of the target 
population. Some stakeholders were concerned with the 
efficiency of the current programme since beneficiaries are 
impoverished farmers with limited agricultural production 
capacity. They advocated for FISP to target productive 
farmers and the implementation of a different system to 
address poverty. Stakeholders identified implementation 
challenges including delays and low policy coordination. 
On-the-ground decision-making amongst the people 
targeted by the policy resulted in the sharing and selling-on 
of coupons, potentially diluting programme effect. The study 
was conducted in a context of subsistence farming marked 
by extreme poverty, seasonality and food insecurity. In a 
context where maize consumers are also frequently maize 
producers, a decline in the price of maize is a disincentive 
to sell, leading to less revenue and less dietary diversity. 
Maize is considerably cheaper than other foods and selling 
it provides minimal opportunities for market engagement, 
a known factor in improved dietary diversity. However, 
maize’s role in addressing food insecurity incentivizes its 
production over legumes, particularly for farmers with 
small land plots. 
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