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Abstract
Impact assessment (IA) at CIMMYT has an outstanding tradition, yet tended to focus on assessing adoption rates and rates of return from investments in crop improvement. CIMMYT new vision emphasizes people-centered, livelihoods- and poverty-oriented approaches to research. Accordingly, IA must assess a broader range of impacts than in the past, including direct and indirect impacts arising from linkages within farming systems and agriculture and the non-farm economy. We describe the key steps of a process of building an IA culture, enriching IA at CIMMYT, and the new IA strategy to 2012 that reflect a shift in thinking about IA. The process to establish a learning and operational platform for IA across programs for relevant, high-quality IA, started in 2005. This served to define the roles and modus operandi on IA of participants and to start overcoming disciplinary and knowledge barriers, hence initiating a process of learning on effective IA among people and programs. One benefit was the opportunity to reflect on IA experiences; on individual, program and on regional capacities for IA; and how colleagues and partners understand and define impact. Since then, project-based IA training courses were conducted in Africa and Asia and meetings on IA were held with breeders and agronomists. Preliminary progress was assessed, pointing at the benefits of building on past achievements, of moving to broader livelihood and poverty approaches, and of integrating more closely with other disciplines. Assessing the learning and change occurred through these activities is on-going and is being monitored using learning and change indicators. One workshop in late 2006 aimed to describe the Impact Pathway of the projects identified in Medium-Term Plans (MTPs); the result of this and of the overall IA learning platform is that, 
probably, this whole process contributed to the preparation of better MTPs. 
Indicators of change and progress on IA culture refer to changes in behaviour and attitude of colleagues and partners, and of funding levels for IA. Indicators of an expanded IA culture can consist of the number of projects with an IA component, invitations by others to conduct externally commissioned IA, or that economists are now more closely integrated into maize and wheat projects. Though it’s too early to assess whether this changed how CIMMYT does IA, plans exist to do so internally during the next 3 years.

Partly as a result of these activities, IA networks and innovation systems have received more consideration by CIMMYT management. There is also a growing acceptance of the complexity of IA and of its key role for supporting strategic decisions and priority setting, as testified by the need to have more ex-ante IAs. It was recognized that IA processes should be approached openly to give a credible picture that includes both successes and less successful events, as it is possible to learn from both. Some indication of achievement on learning, discussed in the paper, is that it raised the profile of IA in CIMMYT and initiated institution-wide learning processes. Several biophysical and social scientists are now more aware of what IA can mean for them. IA is being developed increasingly more in issue-oriented (rather than commodity-oriented) ways, broadening the earlier focus by including livelihood aspects, modes to discern attribution and to capture poverty impacts, while maintaining the key elements of robust economic analysis. Recent implementation of this approach that we refer to include IA studies in Mexico, Nepal, and the Indo-Gangetic Plains, an IA and monitoring system in East Africa, and an integrated ex-post / ex-ante IA study on maize in Africa.

The paper finally links this process to the new IA strategy to 2012, and the strategic studies and activities that will allow to consistently assess impacts of the key areas of work of the Center and of its partners. We propose a process to systematically evaluate the institutionalization of IA and IA culture, wishing to receive feedback from conference participants. We also discuss the management options, resources and funding, including internal and external partnerships, that will be needed to implement the proposed IA strategy.
Partners in these activities are CIMMYT’s partners worldwide; in particular for the cases provided, NARS collaborators in various African countries where the projects discussed in the paper are currently running. 








































