
 
 

SCOPE OF WORK  
 

Highlighting Labor and Agricultural Market Systems:  
A Rural Household Diversification Strategy and a Pathway out of Poverty 

for the Very Poor 
 

A. Introduction: 
In light of a greater focus on scale and sustainability of impact, USAID’s new markets systems 
framework emphasizes that the objective of market development work is not only to facilitate more 
competitive systems, but more inclusive and resilient systems as well. Through the Leveraging 
Economic Opportunities (LEO) project, USAID is exploring models and approaches that advance 
the inclusiveness of markets for the very poor, while remaining aligned with a systems approach. As 
this effort progresses, it is becoming increasingly clear that to meaningfully advance learning and 
practice around programming that contributes to pathways out of poverty, LEO must explore the 
role of labor. This need has frequently been identified as a learning and resource gap, and has 
linkages and implications across LEO’s learning agenda, including tracks on women’s economic 
empowerment, scaling, resilience, and multipliers.  
 
Labor is a complex issue that encompasses a diversity of fields: advocacy and workers organization, 
law and governance, rights and safety, enterprise development, the continuum between informal to 
formal economies, trade and globalization, migration, gender, and discrimination, among others.  
There are many organizations and initiatives devoted to labor issues in the context of development, 
and some of these were reviewed in preparation of this scope of work and are highlighted in Annex 
1 - although this list is far from comprehensive.   
 
However, for value chain and market systems development practitioners (especially those working in 
agriculture), labor often remains a hidden, poorly understood system. In fact, many of the issues 
associated with labor quality – recognized as a key factor in the transformational effect of jobs – 
present real tensions with market system development’s frequent focus on enterprise productivity, 
growth, and profits. These issues include worker organization for rights and empowered voice, fair 
wages, and legal protections. Certainly many agricultural economic growth programs have job 
creation indicators, but they are rarely closely linked with push and pull strategies for the very poor or 
pathways out of poverty, and within agriculture do not capture job quality or workers’ agency within 
the system.  In addition, although seasonal, on-farm agricultural labor is an important function in the 
competitiveness of value chains – and where many of the poorest of the poor are employed – the 
complexities of engaging with informal, un-organized, often transient workers means that most 
projects do not consider this group as stakeholders in the system in designing interventions.  We also 
understand very little about the role that non-farm income (e.g., micro-business, selling labor to other 
farms, remittances, etc.) plays in increasing the resilience of the smallholder households and 
communities, or their ability and interest to upgrade in response to opportunities.   
 
A focus on labor markets provides an opportunity to maximize the depth, sustainability, and scale of 
impact from agricultural market systems development efforts. Given USAID initiatives on resilience 
and poverty reduction, the time is ripe to dedicate resources to highlighting labor.  LEO believes 
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there is an opportunity to add value to current knowledge by researching the role of labor within 
agricultural systems, and by focusing on the link between labor and pathways out of poverty.  
 
This activity will focus on exploring two key areas:   

1. The evidence link between labor, agricultural market systems and poverty reduction – with a 
focus on identifying labor-based strategies to create pathways out of poverty.  

2. Practical programming implications and guidance for market systems development designers and 
implementers on how to more effectively integrate labor-based initiatives into their work, both to 
improve the poverty-reducing effects of their core agricultural work, and to maximize employment 
impacts in the rural non-farm economy that is spurred by multipliers from agricultural-led 
economic growth. 

 
This will largely be done through:  

 reviewing gender-disaggregated evidence linking labor to household diversification and 
pathways out of poverty, as well as the gender-disaggregated evidence base around the 
quality and quantity of jobs created in agricultural systems (or through related multiplier 
effects in the rural non farm economy);  

 engaging with stakeholders and practitioners to capture learning from doing, trends, and 
examples of effective programming relevant to stimulating labor market development 
through agricultural market systems development;  

 packaging and ‘translating’ this information in an accessible and practical manner for market 
systems development practitioners - grounded in the realities of current programming and 
linked to how application can advance donor priorities and mandates; and  

 developing materials and outreach events to build understanding, capacity, and application 
by program designers and implementers.  

 
We know that women and men experience and benefit from paid (and unpaid) work differently 
based on the broader socio-cultural, legal, and gender systems that surround their engagement in the 
labor market.  In addition, young people’s aspirations and scope of opportunity in rural agricultural-
based economies have unique implications for this line of inquiry1, and child labor is strongly 
present in agriculture, influencing inter-generally transmitted poverty. Thus throughout this 
initiative, it will be important to recognize and consider this reality. To this end, LEO may 
collaborate with other agencies or stakeholders who can provide support and specialized expertise to 
explore issues like domestic work and gender based violence. 
 

B. Background:  
The overwhelming focus of USAID’s investment in economic growth rests in the agriculture sector, 
and much attention is paid to ensuring impact ultimately accrues to the vast pool of poor, rural 
smallholder farmers.  A recent LEO literature review, Agricultural Transformation in Sub-Saharan Africa 
and the Role of the Multiplier. provides sound justification linking agricultural sector  investments and 
poverty reduction.  
 

                                                            
1 For more on this, see IDS Bulletin Vol 43 #6, as well as the IFPRI Jobs for Africa’s Youth report. 
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Increasingly, however, evidence supports the idea that a more labor-sensitive approach can even 
further advance many of USAID’s current priorities, including reaching the very poor, scaling and 
sustaining impact, and building resilience: 
 
 Reaching the poorest: the poorest of the poor are often either landless or farm on land sizes too 

small to remain or become competitive as markets evolve (Chan, 2012; Cramer et al, 2014); as a 
result they are often excluded from, or adversely included in2, the structures (e.g., marketing 
cooperatives) and processes (e.g., upgrading) through which benefits flow as agricultural systems 
develop. Yet labor is a key asset for the poor and extreme poor and low returns to labor, low labor 
productivity, and the poor quality of working conditions are all related to extreme poverty. 

 
 :Economic “pull” factors at scale:  Some economists (including MSU’s Thom Jayne) posit that an 

agricultural-based livelihood is not a viable option in the long-term for many of the extremely 
poor, especially in land resource-scarce countries and that the multiplier effects of agriculture-led 
growth are not a sufficient ‘pull’ to create income generating activities at the scale needed (Gray, 
2013-4 and discussed in Snodgrass, 2014). In Ethiopia, the USAID mission’s experience seems 
to confirm that reductions in extreme poverty and large-scale economic transformation require 
greater investment in non-farm employment. A 2013 assessment of their agriculture sector-
based ‘push/pull’ strategy found that:  

o The most likely source of increased income is non-agricultural employment in 
manufacturing and services responding to demand from wealthier commercial farmers. 

o Other initiatives (especially agricultural production based) make little long-term impact 
extreme poverty and economic transformation occurring at scale  

o Greater emphasis is needed on helping vulnerable households find employment3  
 
 Diversification and resilience: For many farming households, income from non-production based 

activities is often a key element of a family’s overall income portfolio and resilience capacity.  In 
summarizing the body of literature contained in Transforming the Rural Nonfarm Economy (edited by 
Haggblade and Reardon), IFPRI states that “rural residents in developing countries often rely 
heavily on activities other than farming for their income. Indeed, nonfarm work accounts for 
between one-third and one-half of rural incomes in the developing world.” A recent Mercy 
Corps report on drivers of resilience in Somalia found that “to contribute to resilience, livelihood 
diversification efforts need to go beyond increasing the number of income sources to promote 
more independent income sources, which spread risk across different types of hazards.”  

 
Although labor is key to the competitiveness, inclusiveness, and resilience of market systems and can 
have a transformational effect on poverty for households and communities, labor is often a ‘hidden’ 
element in traditional value chain analyses and programming.4   
 

                                                            
2 Scott, Lucy, ODI – CPAN, Including Labor in our Systems View of Markets and Poverty,  PowerPoint Presentation, 
The SEEP Network – LEO Webinar, July 30, 2014. 
3 George Gray, An Overview of USAID’s Push/Pull Hypothesis, Programming Portfolio, and Assessment 
 PowerPoint Presentation, The SEEP Network’s Annual Conference, September 2014. 
4 Reinforced through multiple citations in the 2014 DfID/SOAS report on Fairtrade, Employment and Poverty 
Reduction in Ethiopia and Uganda, by Christopher Cramer et al, pg 12. In her own review of 16 value chain 
analyses (shortlisted from an initial list of 49) for WIEGO in 2011, Man-Kwun Chan finds similar results. 
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B. Activity Structure:  
This activity will be managed and funded under the LEO “Pathways out of Poverty” learning track, 
which is focused on approaches and models that facilitate pathways out of poverty for the poorest 
through inclusive market systems development.  To maximize the learning and application across 
LEO’s learning agenda, this activity will be closely coordinated with other tracks, in particular the 
Women’s Economic Empowerment, Resilience, and Multipliers tracks, and, potentially, the Systemic 
M&E track.  
 
A labor specialist(s) with in-depth experience and networks will be contracted to serve as the lead 
researcher for the evidence stockatking, supplemented with support from other short-term 
specialists (e.g., around gender dimensions or youth, etc.), as needed. 
 
An Advisory Team of key organizations and/or specialists will be engaged to (i) provide a space for 
regular and informed input into LEO’s scope and activities, (ii) ensure a multi-faceted perspective is 
considered, and (iii) vet learning, reports/tools, and recommendations.   

 
C. Key Questions and Topics to Explore: 

Some overall questions and issues to be explored are outlined below. This list is a starting point for 
discussion and will be refined and prioritized in connection with the advisory group and lead 
researcher: 
Agricultural transformation, employment, and poverty reduction: 

 Drawing on evidence and data, why is it important to focus on labor in a market systems 
approach to agriculture from the point of view of poverty reduction and scale of impact?  

 How can donors and practitioners strategically amplify the inclusive labor effects of work (a) 
within agricultural market systems; and (b) through agriculture-driven multipliers? E.g. 
implementation principles, design strategies, types of interventions, measurement. How can 
projects avoid stimulating adverse inclusion?  

 How can programs effectively engage and impact seasonal, often migratory farm workers – 
recognizing that these are often the poorest of the poor in the agriculture value chain system - 
using interventions, outreach mechanisms, and approaches that are integrated into agricultural 
value chain development work?  

Quality of  Employment  
 What are the characteristics of quality labor demand in agricultural markets? How can market 

development programs nurture this? What does data tell us about the importance of quality 
factors to measurable impacts in poverty reduction? 

 Addressing the tension between quality labor generation and competitiveness- does data 
support this conventionally-held wisdom? Under what conditions? How can this tension be 
mitigated? 

 What are the key sociological aspects that impact the nature and quality of labour-employer 
relations, the effects of organization of labour, and other pre-conditions for improved job 
quality? 

 What have been effective strategies for addressing the fact that the very poor and marginalized 
– including women - are often involved in adverse labor markets? What are some examples of 
ways that the public sector, private sector and civil society have been able to successfully and 
sustainably address labor quality such as poor working conditions and wage inequality? What 
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tradeoffs exist between improvements in labor quality and competitiveness and resilience? 
What are intersection points between rights-based strategies and market-based strategies? 

Measurement Issues  
 Many projects have ‘job creation’ indicators – how might these indicators be improved to fully 

capture the range, quality and types of jobs directly and indirectly created (or lost) through the 
development of agricultural value chains?  How can these indicators be used to make agriculture 
market development programs more sustainable, strategic, inclusive, and poverty-reducing? 

 How can practitioners measure impact on labor markets, and use this information to meet 
donor mandates for scale. 

 Develop a more efficient method for projects to estimate opportunity costs between on- and 
off-farm labor opportunities – how can practitioners better determine where the greatest 
impact on reducing household level poverty will lie? .  

Cross Cutting: 
 What insights do a youth-specific focus yield, in terms of market trends, how participation 

affects future poverty and resilience outcomes, etc.   
 Similarly, how do labor opportunities, types of labor, and occupational segmentation impact 

women and men’s pathways out of poverty differently? 
 
To this end, one of the first activities will be a brief summary of the existing evidence base, as 
well as relevant resources and tools, which will set the direction for future activities.  The scope of 
work for this ‘stocktaking’ will be finalized in consultation with the lead labor researcher and 
advisory group, but key questions to explore may include the following: 
 

 Where there is longitudinal data on household-level income from wide samples – what do we 
know about the proportion of farm to non-farm income in a ‘typical’ household portfolio, 
how that changes over time as people become more or less poor, or how it looks different 
across different categories of people. What are the programming implications of any findings?  

 What types or characteristics of labor seem to be poverty traps vs transformational? Is it the 
job itself, the structure of the industry, the time it allows/doesn’t allow for investment in other 
activities, etc.?   

 Does data support the conventional wisdom that there is a trade-off between growth and 
stronger labor rights? In agricultural economies where workers have organized, how has this 
affected the income of smallholder farming households? What seems to be the economic 
impact of emerging models of worker aggregation in places like South Africa, where more 
formalized worker contracting businesses are  emerging?  

 Is there evidence that labor-spillovers from agricultural growth shift into the non-farm sector? 
What are the employment effects of agricultural transformation on, for example, farm/non-
farm employment; formal/informal employment; rural-urban and rural-rural migration, etc. 

 Is there evidence that labor-saving technologies lead to equal or greater job-growth off-farm 
than how those resources are applied on-farm? What are the enabling contexts for this to be 
true? Are there scenarios where it is not true? 
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D. Anticipated Schedule of Activities: 
 

Activity Timeframe 
Vet initial scope of work with specialists in the field. Fall 2014 
Establish advisory group Dec 2014/Jan 2015 
Identify lead consultant(s) for stocktaking Dec 2014/Jan 2015 
Finalize scope of work Jan 2015 
Conduct Evidence Summary / Stocktaking Jan –March 2015 
Conduct focus groups, discussions with implementers and donors Spring 2015 
Produce brief on labor and pathways out of poverty 
To include key considerations, a few practical examples from projects, and some 
sample interventions/ways that market development projects can incorporate this into 
their push/pull efforts 
 
To also include an infographic  

Spring 2015 

Short case studies – secondary research only. Spring/Summer 2015
Develop tools – prioritized based on needs assessed from lit review, focus groups, 
input from other LEO tracks. To possibly include:  
-  labor toolkit for ag market development programs: 

o Labor analysis tools to be used in tandem with market analysis (drawing 
heavily on existing tools that can be contextualized) 

o Guidelines for applying a labor lens to Inclusive Market Systems  
o Sample interventions 
o Example projects (via text boxes, a few case studies, etc) 

- Metrics: sample indicators, measurement techniques – linked closely with LEO’s 
Measuring Systems Change track  

Summer/Fall 2015 

 
 

*** 

For questions on this scope of work or to share feedback or learning, contact Anna Garloch, 
LEO’s Pathways out of Poverty Component Manager, at agarloch@acdivoca.org.  For more 
information on the Leveraging Economic Opportunities project, visit www.acdivoca.org/leo. 

**** 

  

This document was prepared by Anna Garloch of ACDI/VOCA for LEO. Acknowledgements to the following for valuable 
feedback: Andrew Shepherd of ODI, Matthew Ripley of The BEAM Network/ILO, Kristin O’Plannick, Rachel Blum, and 
Jennefer Sebstead of USAID/MPEP, Dr. Bernd Mueller of FAO’s Decent Rural Employment Team, and Ruth Campbell and 
Lindsey Jones of ACDI/VOCA-LEO.   
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Annex:  Summary of Relevant Organizations and Initiatives 
 
In addition to the work of academics, there is a vast array of relevant organizations and initiatives 
that are active in this space.  A select and cursory list reviewed in the development of this SOW are 
referenced below; this will be fleshed out during the initial stages of the activity by the lead labor 
researcher.  
 
The International Labor Organization (ILO) is at the forefront of labor standards and the 
enabling environment around the worker. Within agriculture, the ILO has been especially active in 
efforts to end the worst forms of child labor, amongst many other initiatives. The IFC is also very 
active in this space, through its focus on the job-creating potential of the small and medium-sized 
enterprises it targets. The IFC recently launched a “She Works” program to advance women’s 
employment in the private sector.  The ILO and IFC partner to implement the particularly 
influential “Better Work” program, which aims to improve labor conditions for garments workers in 
seven major garment producing countries through monitoring and transparent reporting. The ILO 
and IFC found that firms that are more compliant with national labor laws have higher productivity 
and are more resilient during times of crisis or market volatility.  
 
The Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) in recent years has created a strong and dedicated 
focus on the important role of employment within agriculture and rural economies towards poverty 
reduction. Concrete efforts to improve employment outcomes for the rural poor are made, and a 
dedicated organizational outcome, namely ‘The rural poor have greater opportunities to access decent 
farm and non-farm employment’, has been defined. A close collaboration with ILO has been 
established to further this work. FAO’s Decent Rural Employment Team is implementing a range of 
activities and technically guides FAO’s work to reach these goals.  
 
USAID has a number of relevant initiatives:  
 The Office of Democracy and Governance, Bureau for Democracy, Conflict, and Humanitarian 

Assistance funds the Global Labor Program, implemented through Solidarity Center with 
partners the Rutgers University School of Management and Labor Relations and WEIGO.  The 
Global Labor Program focuses on labor and the informal economy, migration, and gender 
(including gender-based work place violence), and rule of law. The program has released a number 
of documents on challenges to decent work, and strategies workers and their organizations engage 
to overcome these challenges. The program is planning a conference on labor migration in 2015, 
and in October 2014 sponsored a meeting on Inclusive Development, bringing representatives 
from USAID/EGAT, USTR, USAID/DCHA, ILO, and AFL-CIO together to discuss a ‘new 
paradigm’ that considers labor an integral part of the market development framework, proposing 
that many of the conventions that reinforced tensions between labor and growth (such as the 
gini co-efficient) are poorly supported by data and have been debunked. 

 The Global Labor Sector Analytic Initiative (GLASAI), primed by ARD from 2007 to 2010, 
developed a labor sector analysis framework, conducted labor sector assessments in eight 
countries, developed a Labor Sector Strategic Assessment Guide and a Programming Handbook, 
and worked to build a technical foundation for labor sector programming. Their framework does 
advocate for a more integrated, systemic approach to labor, however they still only skim the 
surface of Economic Growth and there is next to nothing on the challenges of agricultural markets 
in particular – or any link between this and poverty reduction efforts specifically.   
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 AgCLIR, the agriculture focused initiative of the Business, Climate, Legal, and Institutional 
Reform (BizCLIR) contract implemented by Booz Allen Hamilton, took a more sector-specific 
look at agriculture in the brief Lessons From the Field: Employing Workers which looked at 
employment in agribusiness from four areas: legal framework, implementing institutions, 
supporting institutions, and social dynamics.  

 The Bureau for Food Security is reportedly developing a labor analysis tool to assist its 
program designers in better understanding labor markets. 

 USAID’s Economic Growth team also has an “Employment and Workforce Development 
Programming for Rural and Food-based Economies” training course, and is funding a labor 
analysis toolkit currently under development through an award with FHI 360.   

 The Bureau for Economic Growth, Education, and Environment has developed and regularly 
conducts inclusive growth diagnostics to inform USAID Country Development Cooperation 
Strategies. This diagnostic includes an analysis of labor market data.  

 
The global action-research-policy network WEIGO (Women in Informal Employment 
Globalizing and Organizing) has produced one of the few value chain focused guides, entitled  
 Making Agricultural Value Chain Programmes Work for Workers: A Practical Guide for 
Development Donors and Practitioners.  A similar version focused on women workers was also 
produced. The same author also conducted an insightful (although limited in its survey of USAID-
funded analyses) Review of Value Chain Analyses in the Commodities and Horticulture Sectors: 
Role, Constraints, and Opportunities for Informal Workers.  These materials can serve as a great 
resource for any work by LEO in this area. “The guide provides: (i) key arguments and evidence that 
demonstrate how addressing labour issues in GAVCs [global agricultural value chains] will help 
achieve value chain development/upgrading objectives as well as broader development goals; (ii) 
simple and practical guidance on how to incorporate labour issues into VCAs; (iii) simple and 
practical guidance on how to ensure that VCPs implemented in the smallholder sector benefit all 
types of workersto improve the poverty, economic and gender impacts of these programmes.” 
 
In 2013, the World Bank’s World Development Report focused on jobs, which highlighted the 
transformational power of jobs to alter a household’s poverty status and the life trajectory of 
individuals.  The report also emphasized the importance of job quality in addition to job quantity.  
www.worldbank.org/en/topic/jobsanddevelopment.  
 
In 2014, DfID funded a robust SOAS-led study, Fairtrade, Employment and Poverty Reduction in 
Ethiopia and Uganda, by Christopher Cramer et al, looking at the role of laborers in fair trade systems, 
which concluded that, in Ethiopia and Uganda at least, laborers are not benefitting from the fair 
trade structure of benefits that farming cooperatives gain by participation in fair trade marketing 
schemes. In doing this research, the study also emerged with additive data and research on the 
relationships between smallholder farmers/cooperatives and agricultural laborers in general, the 
dimensions of this extreme poverty, and the role of women and gender in these systems.  
 
Capturing the Gains was a research effort focused on developing knowledge on employment and 
wellbeing of workers and small producers in global production networks.  www.capturingthegains.org/ 
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ODI Chronic Poverty Advisory Network (CPAN) frequently looks at the nexus between chronic 
poverty and labor markets, and recently produced The Chronic Poverty Report 2014/2015: The Road to 
Zero Extreme Poverty and Working out of Chronic Poverty: A Policy Guide.   


