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1. Introduction 

Agricultural biodiversity is a strategic asset to fight climate change vulnerability, poverty, as well as food 

and nutrition insecurity. The wealth of food crops is estimated at 5,000 species (Kew Royal Botanic 

Gardens 2016) but global food systems are increasingly dominated by just three cropsðrice, maize, and 

wheatðwhich altogether make up more than 50% of human plant-based caloric intake and cover 40% of 

arable land globally (FAOSTAT 2013)1. Modern agricultural practices, uniformity in agricultural markets, 

and changing lifestyles are causing the disappearance of crop diversity from production and food systems. 

The diversity of plant species gathered in the wild for food is also threatened due to degradation of natural 

habitats. Such a situation is having multiple impacts on peoples' livelihoods as cultivations are becoming 

more susceptible to climate change, farmer assets are being eroded, and consumers have fewer choices 

for nutritious and healthy diets.  

Neglected and underutilized species, or NUS for short, are crops that have been left at the margins of 

research and development (Eyzaguirre, Padulosi and Hodgkin 1999). The word 'neglected' underlines the 

low level of research investments made on these species when compared with mainstream commodity 

crops and 'underutilized' alludes to their untapped livelihood potentials. NUS include wild, semi- or fully 

domesticated plants from various food groups (cereals, vegetables, legumes, roots and tubers, fruits, 

spices) with diverse growth forms (field crops, trees, shrubs, vines, etc.). NUS are an integral part of local 

cultures and food traditions, and they are increasingly in the spotlight of efforts for revitalizing local cuisine 

and celebrating the identity of the 'terroir'. Use enhancement of NUS has proved to be an invaluable means 

to improving the livelihoods of local populations as seen in IFAD-supported projects on Andean grains in 

Bolivia (Padulosi et al. 2014) and minor millets in India (Padulosi et al. 2015). Their importance in 

contributing to food and nutrition security has been receiving substantial coverage in recent years (Padulosi 

et al. 2011) and it is today increasingly recognized. In some cases, NUS have been found to have 

exceptionally high nutrient or nutraceutical values, which makes them called ósuperfoodsô. 

Hot spots of NUS diversity coincide with regions where Indigenous Peoples (IP) liveðlargely remote areas 

where standardization of agricultural practices has not been very intense and agro-ecological practices 

have prevailed. Many of these areas are characterized by challenging conditions for agriculture where NUS 

are central in traditional farming and risk management practices, owing to their early maturation, low water 

requirements, and capacity to thrive in marginal soils, among other characteristics. Indigenous women in 

particular are often the custodians and main knowledge holders of NUS because of the great relevance 

these crops have for household nutrition and other livelihood needs. But in spite of being so relevant in the 

lives of local communities around the world, NUS have been sidelined by the Green revolution and 

received very little investments for their research and development.  Scarce attention has been directed to 

enhance their yields and overcome challenges in their cultivation, processing, and marketing. Such a trend 

needs to be reverted, as investing in these crops represents a strategic opportunity to unlock multiple 

livelihood benefits, especially for marginalized groups in both rural and urban settings. 

A Holistic Value Chain Approach (HVCA) for the use-enhancement of NUS has been developed and tested 

by Bioversity International through IFAD-supported research grants (Padulosi et al. 2014). This approach 

involves interdisciplinary and participatory interventions at different stages of the value chain to overcome 

bottlenecks in the use of NUS and enable resilience, nutrition, and income generation outcomes to be 

reaped (figure 2). Evidence of sound impact, sustainability, and scalability of the ñIFAD NUSò approach has 

been successfully gathered from more than 15 years of successful application of this work in numerous 

countries, including Bolivia, Peru, Guatemala, Mali, Nepal and India. The HVCA is outlined in the 

Operational Framework ñSupporting Nutrition Sensitive Agriculture Through Neglected and Underutilized 

Speciesò, which was developed to support IFAD Country Directors, CPMs and ICOs to integrate NUS and 

IP issues into their nutrition sensitive agricultural investment programmes, consistent with  

                                                      
1 FAOSTAT. Production, Food Balance, and Land Use Data. Available online: http://www.fao.org/faostat/en/?#home (accessed 

on 18 May 2018). 

http://www.fao.org/faostat/en/?#home
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IFADôs 2019-2025 Action Plan on Mainstreaming Nutrition Sensitive Agriculture2. The figure below 

summarizes how Bioversity International proposes to leverage NUS to strengthen nutrition sensitive value 

chains (NSVC) and contribute towards nutrition sensitive food systems. 

 

 

 

This How to Do Note (HTDN) is part of a series of five NUS-focused Notes, that build on lessons learned, 

drawing on evidence- and experience-based insights from a number of researches for development 

projects (including those financed by IFAD). They offer recommendations on practical methods, 

approaches, and tools for addressing use enhancement and mainstreaming of NUS in both design and 

implementation of an IFAD Project. Specific consideration is given for project design that can support the 

empowerment of IP, women, and youth. The five HTDN in the series are as follows: 

1. Priority setting for nutrition and resilience  

2. Assessing market needs and emerging opportunities in value chains  

3. Interventions in support of NUS domestic markets  

4. Interventions in support of NUS export market 

5. Policy and mainstreaming of NUS  

 

                                                      
2 https://www.ifad.org/it/document-detail/asset/41237860 

OBJECTIVE HOW GOAL 

Support the 
integration of 
NUS and IPs 
issues into 
IFADôs NS 
Programs  

¶Apply a holistic approach to 
tackle resilience, nutrition, 
economic / social 
empowerment of 
marginalized groups 

¶Share lessons from other 
Grants, build new synergies  

¶Leverage NUS diversity 

through a set of tools, 
capacity building, policy 
actions 

Sustainable diets through 
resilient production and food 
systems  
Economic and social 
empowerment of marginalized 
groups  
Sustainable conservation and 
use of NUS for multiple 
livelihood benefits today and in 
the future  
 

Figure 1. NUS Operational Framework 

https://www.ifad.org/it/document-detail/asset/41237860
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The NUS Operational Framework is complementary to the IFADôs published volumes ñNutrition-sensitive 

value chains: A guide for project designò (De la Pe¶a et al. 2018)3 and the How-to-do Note on 

Mainstreaming nutrition into COSOPs and investments projects (IFAD 2019)4. NUS are likely to stand out 

in the commodity selection (step 2) of the guide because of their great potential for nutrition-improvement. 

NUS HTDN 1 outlines approaches and methods for ensuring that NUS are considered in such crop 

selection processes, as they are easily overlooked as a result of being poorly known. Situation analysis 

(step 1 NSVC guide) is a core element of the process for identifying high potential NUS. Value chain 

analysis (step 3 NSVC guide) is a key step in the nutrition-sensitive value chains operational framework, 

which identifies constraints and opportunities to guide the design of interventions (step 4 NSVC guide). As 

NUS value chains have some particularities compared to more established agricultural commodities, 

specific approaches and methods for value chain analysis of NUS are outlined in NUS HTDN 2, while NUS-

                                                      
3 https://www.ifad.org/en/web/knowledge/publication/asset/40805038 
4 https://www.ifad.org/en/web/knowledge/publication/asset/41404848 

Figure 2. Holistic value chain approach  

Source: Padulosi et al. (2014). Sustainability 2014, 6, 1283-1312. https://bit.ly/2FftCpt  

https://www.ifad.org/en/web/knowledge/publication/asset/40805038
https://www.ifad.org/en/web/knowledge/publication/asset/41404848
https://bit.ly/2FftCpt
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specific approaches for domestic and export market development are discussed in NUS HTDN 3 and 4, 

respectively. The nutrition-sensitive value chains framework is supported by an enabling environment that 

promotes the development and integration of the different stages of the value chain. NUS HTDN 5 

discusses approaches for building an enabling environment for NUS value chain development. 

The great diversity of NUS besides providing nutrition and resilience benefits, also represent important 

income generation opportunities and empowerment for marginalized community members who depend on 

these species for their livelihoods, such is the case for Indigenous Peoples and women, who are often the 

primary growers, and custodians of genetic diversity and knowledge of these crops. NUS can offer IFAD a 

real opportunity of development for local communities based on resilient and nutritious local resources, 

while valuing vanishing wisdom and cultures. However, key limitations in the use of NUS, such as those 

directly attributed to the peculiar characteristics of their value chains (VC)5, need to be addressed first if we 

want to unleash the potential of these resources. Among common bottlenecks are the lack of reliable data 

on NUS genetic diversity and their extent and status of cultivation, poor marketing and consumption levels, 

and their small market size involving few, dispersed and disconnected actors.   

 

Nevertheless, many of the drivers for any NUS-VC, whether they constitute opportunities or challenges, 

apply as well to other commodity chains e.g. lack of economic incentives, consumer awareness, and low 

competitiveness. Yet, by virtue of their special characteristics, NUS may in many instances offer better 

opportunities than commodity crops, provided that a number of basic market requirement are addressed, 

such as quality of produce and its reliable supply. Based on our experience through previous Projects, we 

do believe that the promotion of NUS-VCs is doable,  provided however that adequate methods, 

approaches and tools are made available to people.  

This HTD-Note was conceived precisely to support this process. It will provide background information, 

examples and a methodology to conduct a rapid participatory assessment of bottlenecks and opportunities 

along any NUS-VC, with the objective to contribute to achieve more resilient and nutritious food systems 

and empower Indigenous Peoples, women, and youth. We are confident that this information will help IFAD 

interventions to achieve economically viable and socially inclusive business around NUS to benefit local 

communities, by guiding practitioners in carrying out analysis of market trends and bring about the right 

actions to seize emerging opportunities. Even though the methodology presented here has some 

similarities to other VC analysis (VCA), it differs in the way it stresses situations where due consideration 

has to be given to address NUS-specific characteristics and direct beneficiaries, especially Indigenous 

Peoples, women and youth.  

  

                                                      
5 Value Chain refers to the full range of activities and processes (functions) that are required to bring a product (or service) from 

production to its final consumption, emphasizing the value that is created along the chain, and highlighting the importance of 

increasing it and ensuring a fair distribution of benefits amongst chain participants (Kaplinsky and Morris 2001) 

Box 1. Definition of nutrition-sensitive agriculture 

Nutrition-sensitive agriculture is an approach to agricultural development that prioritize nutritionally rich 

foods, dietary diversity, and food fortification as the means to overcome malnutrition and micronutrient 

deficiencies. This approach stresses the multiple benefits derived from enjoying a variety of foods, 

recognizing the nutritional value of food for good nutrition, and the importance and social significance of 

the food and agricultural sector for supporting rural livelihoods (FAO 2014). 
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2. Background and Context 

Features and importance of NUS Value Chains 

In general, NUS-VC are short, composed of production, collection, primary processing (if any), and 

occasional marketing. Owing to their status of marginalization, their consumption is also decreasing. 

Because of their poor organization of these VCs, actors are often involved in more than just one activity 

(e.g. a producer can be trasporting and also selling the produce to the market). NUS farming communities 

are typically poorly engaged in marketing of these species and their derived products due to a number of 

reasons, including their inadequate market skills, poor financial assets, lack of collective action, limited 

formal seed systems, inadequacy in being competitive with other vendors or difficulty in finding buyers that 

appreciate the commercial potential of NUS.  

Although all these factors are very negative, some other features of NUS can be very helpful for their 

promotion, like the fact of being associated to rich cultures and traditional knowledge (TK) or having a long 

and well recognized history of use. Furthermore, the fact of being used for multiple purposes (e.g. 

medicinal properties, food ingredients, flavor agents, pro-health foods, etc.) makes them highly versatile in 

terms of market niche development.  Unfortunately, for the majority of NUS, these market potentials have 

insofar been very marginally leveraged for VC development (VCD), with plenty of livelihood opportunities 

missed out for local communities. 

Indeed, an increasing body of literature and years of accumulated experience (thanks also to IFAD-funded 

projects), confirm that these traditional resources possess features that can make them amenable for their 

marketability and unleash several livelihood benefits to people.  An important consideration at this point, 

needs to be made on the fact that in many indigenous peoplesô communities, marketing of NUS may not be 

considered as important, because other practices, such as bartering or shared use of resources from the 

wild or communal land under cultivation, are being followed by people. To that regard, we like to say that 

any marketing efforts for promoting NUS presented through this and other companion HTD Notes, have 

been developed in full respect of other ways of use enhancement that reflect peoplesô diversity, culture and 

identity.    

The development of markets and VC for NUS, that are participatory, cost-effective and culturally 

appropriate, can contribute to strengthen peoplesô identity, support the conservation of their genetic 

resources and generate incomes for local producers and other VC actors, including marginalized groups. 

This is a strategic, legitimate and self-reliant way to contribute to food and nutrition security and better 

health in a fair and equitable way (Will 2008, Ebert 2014, Sthapit et al. 2016).  

Operationalization of Holistic NUS-VC Approach for Nutrition-Sensitive VC   

The HVC approach proposed by Bioversity International (figure 2) consists of addressing within one 

common framework the inter-linked bottlenecks encountered throughout the production-to-consumption 

stages of any NUS crop. Therefore, it can address all together several highly inter-linked interventions 

necessary to enhance the use of NUS and thus reaching a sustainable outcome and long-term impact 

beyond the life of any project. This approach can be deployed for making VC and food systems (including 

indigenous food systems), more resilient to change from a climatic, nutritional and economic perspective; 

and hence support IFADôs efforts for nutritious sensitive agriculture. Moreover, this holistic method is 

different to any other work on commodity crops because: 

Á Provides practitioners the opportunity to inject a note of novelty into agribusiness that can be leveraged 

to attract youth to become agents of productive transformation in rural areas and IFAD can champion 

this move.   

Á During Project design it creates empowerment opportunities for vulnerable groups to effectively 

promote NUS, deliver sustainable outcomes, and bring about a positive impact in peoplesô livelihoods.  
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Á Can leverage novelty traits found in NUS (e.g. very nutrition and healthy profiles, attractive flavors), 

combined with new technologies (e.g. internet, social media, mobile phones, novel market intelligence 

systems) to improve incomes of local communities and help keep youth engaged in agriculture (no 

longer attractive to them given the poorly remunerated work, and often precarious environmental 

conditions they would work within).  

Á Focuses on both the offer-and-demand side of NUS, which are both critical when dealing with the 

promotion of agrobiodiversity and its products, representing quite a change from the classical supply 

driven paradigm followed for marketing commodity crops.   

Á Include capacity building activities of stakeholders at 360o degrees, covering all aspects of use 

enhancement of target species, from surveying diversity to growing it effectively, to assessing its 

nutritional benefits and leveraging them for marketing and household consumption, processing, and all 

the aspects related to marketing and promotion incl.  education of consumers and public awareness; 

and advocacy for enabling policy in support of mainstreaming NUS in agricultural, nutrition, 

environmental, commerce and educational sectors.  

Figure 3 presents the overall IFAD NSVC framework6 showing its three main axes of intervention, viz.  

increasing supply, adding nutrition value and increasing demand. Such a diagram is helpful to also show 

the entry points to reinforce the nutrition outcomes by injecting NUS into the VC.   

Supporting tools to assess needs, bottlenecks & potential opportunities for 
marketing NUS  

The methodology offered through this Note to assess needs, bottlenecks and potential opportunities for 

marketing NUS is called Rapid Market Appraisal (RMA). This is based on the technique developed by 

Holtzman (2003), but with some adjustments to better meet the typical features of NUS. We have chosen 

this methodology out of a suite of several others (e.g. PMCA7, Link Methodology8 and ValueLinks9) 

because we believe it is the one that could best address the multiple and diverse issues related to 

marketing NUS.  It has also the advantage of being simple, flexible, and friendly with regard to qualitative 

data collection. Moreover, it is a valuable means to comprehend the VC through participantsô eyes, like 

local community members, too often marginalized by markets.  

An important trait of the RMA applied to NUS, is that it shifts the focus of the attention from purely 

agricultural production increase and its marketing, to the role of business in the delivery of nutrient dense 

foods from local crops. This shift helps a lot to in capturing the needs of food insecure consumers, through 

the building of more resilient production systems and more participatory VC. Furthermore, in line with what 

has been stressed in the NUS Operational Framework, RMA is a good approach to allow practitioners trace 

the full impact pathway that from agrobiodiversity leads to the ultimate benefits, nutrition, resilience,   

income and empowerment of marginalized groups.   

The objective of the RMA methodology presented here is to carry out a VCA that includes the mapping of 

the markets and the VC of NUS, in order to identify ways to make both more functional and sustainable, 

which is ultimately the purpose of this Note. Furthermore, this methodology aims to investigate and better 

understand the current status of a target NUS, including their market availability, as a basis for elaborating 

a viable VC upgrading and promotion strategies. RMA also helps to understand the cultural, social, 

traditional and gender context of the target NUS, which is fundamentally different from that of major crops. 

Such an appraisal will provide insights into and explanations behind production, consumption and 

marketing decisions taken by VC actors, as well as to comprehend factors responsible for the underuse 

status of the target species. Other benefits expected from this type of study include identification of existing 

                                                      
6 De la Peña I. and J. Garrett. 2018. Nutrition-sensitive value chains, A guide for project design (Vol II and II) . IFAD  

https://bit.ly/2PWtTzV and https://bit.ly/2D8qoBf.   
7 http://cipotato.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/09/003296.pdf; https://cgspace.cgiar.org/handle/10568/57027   
8 https://cgspace.cgiar.org/handle/10568/49606  
9 https://valuelinks.org/material/manual/   

https://bit.ly/2PWtTzV
https://bit.ly/2D8qoBf
http://cipotato.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/09/003296.pdf
https://cgspace.cgiar.org/handle/10568/57027
https://cgspace.cgiar.org/handle/10568/49606
https://valuelinks.org/material/manual/
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constraints hampering the NUS-VC and opportunities for its marketing expansion, as well as leveraging 

existing potentials and concrete solutions to be pursued by VC actors.  

RMA relies on a combination of secondary information, field observations and primary data collected 

through semi-structured in-depth interviews. These tools will assist researchers in designing and 

implementing the VCA for the target NUS, by providing them in a timely and cost-effective manner, detailed 

qualitative information to answer the following key questions: 

¶ How does the VC under study works? How it is organized and how its potential can contribute 

to strengthen food and income security? 

¶ What are the VC stakeholdersô roles and responsibilities?  

¶ How stakeholders interact with each other, and who elseôs behavior plays an important role in 

the success of the VC? 

¶ What is the performance of existing market channels and what are the latest changes (price & 

consumption volumes), as well as substitutes and complementary products to the target NUS? 

¶ What are customersô preferences, market trends (e.g. organic and ecological production) and 

unique selling features of NUS, helpful in determining its competitiveness? 

¶ What are the major constraints and opportunities to improve the VC under study? 

 
What are the key interventions needed to promote an effective NUS cultivation, consumption and 

marketing?  
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 OUTCOMES  

¶ Preservation of options for resilient production and food systems  

¶ Self-reliance of VC actors on broader set of options and resilience to market changes 

¶ Community empowerment (more resilient to eco -socio-economic changes and food systems 

¶ Highly participatory, multi stakeholder, interdisciplinary, inter -sector and gender, age & cultural sensitive 

IMPACT  

IMPROVED NUTRITION, INCOMES AND OTHER LIVELIHOODS BENEFITS: SYSTEM RESILIENCE  

Figure 3. Operationalization of a pro-NUS Framework for Nutrition-Sensitive Value Chains 
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3. How to conduct a NUS VC assessment  

The methodology presented draws upon lessons learnt and experiences from an IFAD-supported program 

on NUS which started some 20 years ago and in particular the on-going phase (IFAD-EU Grant)10 being 

currently implemented by Bioversity International and its partners in Guatemala, Mali and India. This 

section provides a step-by-step approach that provides a quick, flexible, and effective way of collecting, 

processing, and analyzing qualitative data for a VCA of a generic target NUS. The intention is to offer a 

practice-oriented guidance to direct and support market-driven initiatives and actions designed for those 

interested in the sue enhancement of these traditional species (wild or cultivated). The time needed to 

implement this approach depends on each case and is determined by the peculiarities of the target NUS, 

scope of the study, resources available, and level of commitment of VC stakeholders. Owing to the nature 

of this Note, the methodology presented is deliberately not too technical and comprehensive, as we aimed 

at only providing basic steps for the RMA, where we have flagged issues relevant for NUS and made 

references on how the VC participation of vulnerable groups like IPs, women and youth can be promoted.  

Figure 4 illustrates the six main steps involved in the RMA aimed at developing the VC for a generic NUS. 

Due to the great diversity of NUS that can be found at local level, the first action of this approach - Step 1- 

consists in the participatory selection of those species holding most peculiar potentials (e.g. adaptation to 

climate change, nutritional values, peculiar traits for household consumption and/or marketing) and 

deserving thus to be selected as priority species for first interventions. Step 2 and step 3 consists of the 

VCA or VC mapping, which includes literature review and data collection using semi-structured interviews 

and direct observations. Then, the approach continues with step 4 and step 5, where the registration, 

organization and analysis of the data gathered is carried out, which will help identifying opportunities that 

may support the VCD and/or those constraints that may need to be tackled to facilitate that. Based on the 

data analyzed, a report on the results emerging from the research will follow along with the holding of a 

meeting with VC stakeholders to share outcome of study and seek final comments and validation on 

findings from the VCA (step 6). An articulation in more details of each of the six mentioned steps is given in 

Section 4. 

  

                                                      
10 ñLinking agrobiodiversity value chains, climate adaptation and nutrition: Empowering the poor to manage riskò 2016. 

Figure 4. Steps in the Rapid Market Assessment (RMA) for NUS Value Chain Development (VCD) 
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Rapid Market Appraisal (RMA) step-by-step for NUS-VCD   

The RMA steps we shall present below, will help to easily detect the basic structure of any NUS-VC, how it 

works, its structural deficiencies, vulnerability factors, as well as the challenges it faces and  the 

opportunities that may exist for its upgrading.  Furthermore, the RMA is also a practical way to understand 

the causes behind the underutilization of NUS, as a basis for elaborating viable VC upgrading and 

promotion strategies. To conduct an RMA analysis, is important to put together an inter-disciplinary and 

inter-cultural team of people that will help address the many and multi-faceted inter-linked challenges 

encountered when marketing or developing the VC for NUS.  Such a team would allow to assess markets 

and VCs of NUS from different perspectives, identifying bottlenecks from various angles and foster the use 

of collective solutions under shared principles of sustainability, equity and social justice.  

Step 1. Participatory selection of priority NUS 

The selection of NUS should be carried out in a participatory way, through the involvement of a 

representative number of key actors (ideally not more than 15-20 people) who should have a common 

understanding and relevant knowledge of NUS and their potentials. Participants should include a cross 

section of all relevant stakeholders so as to provide different and complementary views on issues 

sorrounding the use ehnacement of NUS and of course such a team should be well balanced in terms of 

gender, age and IPs representatives. Once the stakeholders have identified the target species to be 

considered by the project, it would be also strategic to seek their input as well to defince the objectives of 

the project, desired outcomes, focused areas and some key outputs, leaving to the core project team the 

task of sorting out the details of activities. In such interactions with the stakeholders, the HVC approach can 

be also introduced to show to all participants how the various outcomes and outputs are closely linked to 

one another. The interaction will also help project staff to indicate to the stakeholders the type of 

information that will be needed and people likely to be interviewed during both step 1 and 3 of the RMA. 

More coverage on step 1 can be found in the companion NUS HTD Note no. 1 dedicated on ñPriority 

setting for nutrition and resilienceò.   

Step 2. Literature review 

Once the target NUS have been selected, practitioners would need to carry out a review of relevant 

literature related to these species to deepen the understanding on their production, consumption and 

marketing. A search of projects that might have been supported in the past by IFAD or implemented by 

other agencies on these or similar crops will be also helpful. Through this review, issues that have emerged 

during the stakeholder workshop might be better comprehended along with the possible identification of 

others worth as well of attention. Whereas, emphasis should be placed on searching for literature focusing 

on target NUS and their use in the focus area, articles covering target species possibly grown also in other 

regions of the world would be useful too, to further enrich the knowledge on the species under study and 

learn on methods, approaches and tools that might have been successfully developed by other agencies 

for their use enhancement.  A lot can be gained through both success and failures of past efforts!  

This step will allow practitioners to identify key issues to cover during the survey design, incl. which VC 

actors to interview, what type of data have to be gathered, and how to plan the fieldwork in an efficient and 

effective way. 

Step 3. Semi-structured interviews with key informants 

Individual semi-structured in-depth interviews with key actors (engaged directly and indirectly on the target 

NUS-VC) and acknowledgeable informants (e.g. community-based organizations, institutions, local 

authorities and national bodies) will represent the core activities of the data collection within the RMA. 

These interviews, which will gather mainly qualitative data on NUS availability and accessibility, and will 

help shedding light on NUS-VC, dynamic factors such as trends, potential, market expansion, incentives 

and relationships across VC actors, as well as the role that indigenous communities, gender and TK play 
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along the chain. Based on our experience, effective semi-structured interviews should take the following 

elements in due consideration: 

a) Selection of key informants and study sites: This is essential to develop as sharper as 

possible map of core activities, processes and actors of the target NUS-VC. To faciliate this 

selection, it is recommended to first cluster actors by their main occupation, considering that 

very often, these might be engaged in more than one occupation. Knowing who the main 

actors of the target VC are, is also helpful to identify the spatial distribution of the species to 

find most relevant locations where target NUS are being grown, traded, and consumed. Thus, 

in order to gain initial insights on VC dynamics, it is recommended to interview first key, 

insightful and knowledgeable informants, who do not necessarily participate directly in the VC, 

but are nevertheless precious source of information and can offer broad and in some cases 

detailed perspective on the VC under study. These key actors might include policy-makers, 

researchers and staff from relevant government departments, donor agencies, universities and 

NGOs. Also, it will be much needed to engage women, IPs and youth as vital informants, 

given that these actors will allow us to gain the right perspectives of the roles played by NUS 

in their lives and how markets could promote their wider use in ways that are fair, and 

respectful of local culture, believes and identity.  

b) Sample size and sampling procedure: In most cases, there is no information available 

about possible structure of NUS-VC and often too little is known about the population of the 

VC actors that would help to draw a statistical sampling strategy. Thus, we recommend to use 

in this RMA purely random11 and/or snowball12 sampling methods. These methods will help to 

easily detect the basic structure of the VC and identify a small but purposely selected sample 

of stakeholders to interview. As a general rule, a minimum of three to five interviews should be 

conducted for each stage of the VC; however, would the actors identified happen to be very 

heterogeneous or very diverse, there might be a need to increase the sample size. A good 

indication of the right sample size for each stage of the VC is when the RMA team starts 

gathering a consistent set of responses during the interviews. In table 1, the type of actors that 

will be interviewed as well as the methods to be followed in each case are detailed. 

 

Table 1. Type of actors interviewed and data collection methods used 

 

                                                      
11 Random sampling: interviewing people that are available.  
12 Snowball sampling: research participants recruit other actors who play a significant role in the VC being studied 

Type of actor Data collection method # interviewees Location  

Group Actor Interviews 
Direct 

observation 
Women Men Total 

Country 
/ City 

Town / 
Village 

Production 
Local producers/ collector, 
farmersô & womenôs 
organizations 

 ṉ  ṉ           

Market 
actors 

Vendors: retail sellers, 
producers  

 ṉ  ṉ           

Final consumers  ṉ  ṉ           

Supermarkets, organic 
markets,  

 ṉ ṉ            

Online internet sales ṉ       

Processing 
Gastronomy sector (schools, 
Restaurants), industry 

 ṉ  ṉ           

Key 
informants 

Knowledgeable experts (Gov., 
universities, NGOs, donor 
agencies) 

 ṉ             

Total               
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c) Guidelines for lead questions: Once the actors and study sites are identified, semi-

structured in-depth interview guidelines should be developed per actor. These will help 

interviewers to keep in mind key issues and allow a natural flow of discussion with the 

interviewed actors. The guidelines should contain open questions adapted to the local socio-

cultural context, language and type of informant to be interviewed. Questions should reflect 

the underlying scope of this RMA, which is enhancing the use of NUS for supporting 

sustainable and resilient production systems, nutrition and income generation in target 

communities. It would be thus very helpful to elicit views of the VC actors on these issues 

through the questions/discussions points to be covered. More specific guidance on the type of 

questions to be used during the semi-structured interviews can be found in the Annex section. 

Furthermore, with the purpose of developing successful NUS-VCs to benefit especially 

vulnerable groups and indigenous peoples, it is important to understand how these actors 

organize agribusiness activities, and how they measure and appreciate their success, growth, 

self-satisfaction and profitability. Rosado-May et al. (2018) stresses the use of cultural 

principles and parameters to develop leading questions for guiding the discussion involving 

IPs, women and youth. Table 1 lists some of these principles with regard to three basic 

domains, viz. cultural, operationalization and innovation, that should be considered when 

scaling up VCs. These principles are in line with the NUS Operational Framework regarding 

the importance that traditional production systems, marketing and the indigenous peoplesô 

vision of well-being have within the community.  

Table 2: Principles to consider when developing interviews for vulnerable groups  

 

It is a good practice to also validate the questionnaires before going to the field; and if 

possible, make appointments with key informants beforehand, especially with producers and 

knowledgeable actors. Given that market actors (e.g. vendors, consumers) are usually very 

busy, sometimes they might not be available or willing to spend time for the interviews. In 

those cases, it is adviced first to respectfully request their participation and then mention few 

incentives to encourage their participation (e.g. sharing back the results of the study which 

would benefit them too). 

d) Direct observation: They should be also conducted during field visits (i.e. communities, 

markets, plots) to gain a better understanding of the context and local conditions in which the 

VC actors operate, and complement the information collected through the interviews. This 

method will enable also the research team to compare what key informants are saying with 

how they actually are organized and behave. It will also help to estimate the number of 

suppliers and buyers present in particular markets and the volume of NUS traded or 

processed. Thus, it is also imperative to include a checklist of aspects to consider during the 

direct observations.  

e) Data collection: The information to be collected during the interviews will be related to current 

practices for production, consumption, marketing and processing of the target NUS. These 

data will also include stakeholderôs roles, production costs, prices, limitations, opportunities, 

market competitiveness, product attributes and uses, consumerôs preferences and 

expectations, as well as gender roles. Before starting any of the interviews it is imperative to 

CULTURAL 
OPERATIONALIZATION 

INNOVATION 
Sales / marketing Production system 

Á Cooperation and coexistence, rather than competition 
Á Strong community values and well-being (e.g. life-

style, motivation & recognition) 
Á Role in the community & of observation (strong, 

holistic, comprehensive) 
Á Contributions to community development 
Á Trial & accumulation of experience 
Á Patience, long-term expectation for results; and 

agreements based on words 

Á Knowing personally 
customers 

Á Trust, confidence & 
community 
appreciation 

Á Incorporate direct 
customers opinion  

Á Rely on family & 
close friend 

Á No formal structure 
Á Mostly natural flow  
Á Community is the 

basis for the mission 
& vision 

Á Slow process 
Á Vision for the 

future 
Á Still small, 

family, 
community 
oriented 

Á Trial & accumulation of experience 
Á Patience for long-term results 
































