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Theoretical Underpinnings

1. Nutritionism / Micronutrient Approach (Haddad, 2013; Kimura, 2013; Brooks 
and Johnson-Beebout, 2012) 
o Multiple paradigm shifts ( protein – energy – food crisis – micronutrients)
o Deficiencies in vitamin A, iron, zinc linked to stunting, developmental 

challenges 
o Biofortification/Fortification ‘solutions’

2. Biofortified crops as commodities (Kimura, 2013)
o Detachment from farmers/producers
o Public and private investors situated in African green revolution narrative 

1. Narratives of success (Andersson & Sumberg 2015). 
o Short term claims 
o Associated with impacts at scale 
o Win-win narratives ( gender, health, production, reaching poorest of the 

poor)



Methods
• 12 months, multi-sited 

ethnographic study on  
OFSP production in 
Tanzania

• Semi-structured 
interviews (farmers, 
researchers, NGO staff, 
donors, district and 
regional government 
representatives) 

• Analysis of promotional 
materials (briefs, guides, 
training materials, radio 
scripts,)

Guiding Question: What are the non-scalable 
conditions, processes, relations and 
institutional arrangements that are embedded 
within OFSP promotion and framed as a 
solution to malnutrition? 



Identified Narratives of ‘Success’

Health

• Impact in 
all four 
areas  at 
a large 
scale 

Agricultural 

Productivity 

4. Reaches poorest of the poor

3. Increases HH income 

2. Improves women’s and 

children’s nutritional health

1. Biofortification reduces       

malnutrition

Gender

Underlying 
themes 

Overarching
Anticipated 
Outcome



Tanzania Case 
Study 

• Second tier 
country for OFSP 
projects ( 17 
countries total)

• Lake Zone, 
Mwanza, (2004-
2015)

• 2 districts with 
sweet potato as 
a main staple

Misungwi District
Ukerewe District

Other SP growing 
areas not in study 



Two ‘Waves’ of Promotion 

Prefarmgate ( Household focus) 
(majority of TZ  projects)
1. Breeding new varieties
2. Production and consumption 
3. Household food preparation
4. Vine multiplication*

.  

Post-farmgate ( Market focus)
1. Strengthening commercial 

markets 
2. Increasing consumer demand 
3. Expanding value after harvest
through processing, export, etc.

*Vine multiplication strategies include boosting both household  
and market supply.

Departure from framework described in Waized et al. (2015)



“Women’s crop”; 
promotional 

activities target 
women

• Received free vines

• Access to training

• Cooking demos 

• Meeting invitations 
from NGOs and 
research institutes 
(out of country) 

• Market access  
through radio 



“Why Invest in Orange-fleshed 
Sweetpotato in Tanzania? A Vitamin A 
and Food Security Powerhouse Packed 
into One Root” (SASHA (CIP), 2012)

“Tanzania to tap into healing powers of 
sweet potatoes” (IPP Media, 2012)

“Sweet potatoes gone viral” (Feed the 
Future, 2016)

“10 Reasons We’re Sweet on Sweet Potatoes and Why You 
Should Be Too!” (Feed the Future, 2014) 

“SUCCESS!” 



Challenges (2004-
2010)

• Decreasing vine quality 
with every harvest 

• Reduction of yield

• Not enough material 
circulating to expand 
production beyond 
originally targeted 
villages ( continue to mix 
white, yellow, orange varieties 
) 



Current Priority 
(2011-present) 

• Multiplying ‘clean’ vines 
through decentralized 
system

o Selected farmers in target 
districts 

o Locally constructed tunnels 

o Free vine distribution to 
farmer group members 

o Sold to outside members 



Women’s vines? 
• Income from one-off large 

sales (short-term)

• Seasonal health benefits only

• ‘unclean’ vines more 
accessible and popular with 
many local people than ‘clean’ 
vines

• Underlying gender inequality 
challenges (access to land, 
water, limited time and labour
investments)

• Vine commercialization 
shifting local social relations 



Further Contestations 

1. Scalability of solutions to 

malnutrition through agronomy

(simplifying the complexity of the social, economic, 

political and cultural drivers of malnutrition)

2. Commercializing food security crops:

implications for women’s household 

bargaining power

3.   Whose promotion? Whose 

investments? For whose benefit? 



Emerging
findings… 

• Institutional and donor 
investments narrowly 
define ‘pathways’ to 
success 

• Limited capacities of 
National research 
institutions for supplying 
sufficient planting material 
(political, economic factors)

• NGO’s vary in their framing 
of nutritional health, and 
gender roles in production 
(top-down, neoliberal) 



Emerging
findings… 

• Achieving ‘success’ requires 
intense, ongoing, long term  
investments 

• Women profiled in success 
stories but are they 
successful in OFSP 
production? 

• Reinforces household 
gender roles – rather than 
challenging them 

more to come…. 



References 
• Brooks, S. and Johnson-Beebout, S.E. (2012) “Contestation 

a continuity? Biofortification research and the CGIAR.” In 
Sumberg, J. and Thompson, J. (Eds.) Contested Agronomy: 
Agricultural Research in a Changing World, London: 
Routledge.

• Haddad, L. (2013) Ending Undernutrition: Our Legacy to the 
Post 2015 Generation, London and Brighton: Children’s 
Investment Fund Foundation and IDS.

• Kimura (2013) Hidden Hunger: Gender and the politics of 
Smarter Foods, Ithaca: Cornell University Press. 

• Sumberg, J., Andersson, J., Knowledge Politics in 
development-oriented agronomy. Brighton: IDS.

• Waized, B., Ndyetabula, D., Temu, A., Robinson, E., & 
Henson, S. (2015). Reducing Hunger and Undernutrition: 
Promoting Biofortified Crops For Nutrition: Lessons from 
Orange Fleshed Sweet Potato (OFSP) in Tanzania.



Thank You!

sherao@gmail.com

cdhuggins@gmail.com

mailto:sherao@gmail.com
mailto:cdhuggins@gmail.com

