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Great Facilitation 
When following up with one business, an embedded 
volunteer consultant learned that the intervention most 
heralded by the business was a simple discussion that 
happened between project  staff and the business: the 
field staff convinced to the business owner of the 
potential to make more money if he scaled back his 
business. 

Previously, the business had too many outgrowers, and 
couldn't effectively monitor each one. Additionally, the 
outgrowers were farming too many acres of land, they 
couldn't manage the farm size, and their poor yield 
meant they couldn’t make their repayment. The 
compounding result was a lose-lose situation: both the 
business and the outgrowers had low profits. 

On the field staff’s advice, the business scaled back 
from 3000 outgrowers in the previous season to 1000 
outgrowers, and allowed a maximum of 2 acres plowed 
per outgrower. The new result was a win-win: the 
business was able to better monitor their outgrowers 
and their outgrowers had smaller farms that were 
manageable. At the end of the season, the business 
received over 95% repayment and was ecstatic with the 
positive result.

Potential for Crowding In
Outgrower repayment was a problem the project heard 
about frequently, especially from the businesses that 
had overstretched their capacity and taken on more 
outgrowers than they could handle. The consultant had 
been asked to coordinate an outgrower management 
training session, and proposed to the middle-manager 
for this business to present to the others on their scale-
back. To the consultant, this approach was aligned with 

good facilitation: the project had proposed a business 
model change, the early adopter carried out the change 
with successful results, and now the early adopter would 
share the idea with others to encourage a 'crowding in' of 
the change. 

Learning Blocked by Targets
The response given to the proposal was that it went 
against what the project was "trying to achieve". The 
project was designed, managed and evaluated around a 
theory  of change with the assumption that extensification 
was the path to greater return, and therefore had high 
target numbers of farmers and acreages to reach. The 
donor designed the project around this theory without 
either questioning the theory or incorporating into 
project design an intent and effort to test it. When the 
theory  was unintentionally tested and proven untrue, the 
project staff were unwilling to incorporate the new 
information and adapt the project approach.

Another Pathway to Success
Had the project taken a facilitation approach, it  would 
have been led to a different theory of change – one of 
intensification.  Project field staff should have learned of 
businesses and farmers unsuccessfully  over-extending 
their capacity, and experimented with scaling back to 
improving management and farming practices. When 
intensification proved to be of greater benefit to both 
businesses and farmers, the project targets would have 
been revised to reflect of this theory of change.

What Would Need to Change?
What happened in this example is that the targets came 
to stand in for results. Common project design, 
monitoring and accountability  processes between donors 
and implementers all favor static targets, and therefore 
project approach remains static, even in light of new 
information. Project staff are required to direct activities 
toward reaching the misinformed targets, rather than 
adapting and refocusing toward activities that will yield 
actual results for farmers. 

Going forward, donors and implementers must enable 
projects operating in complex systems to be adaptable, 
such that  the design, monitoring and accountability 
processes enable them to incorporate new information 
and maintain focus on the real results for farmers.

Broad Context
A Value Chain project in Africa was targeting a specific 
model of outgrower scheme where commercial farmers 
would render tractor services and other inputs on credit 
to smallholders, to be repaid in-kind. 
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