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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
Within the broader economic, political, socio-cultural, and environmental systems in which they operate, 
markets are a means of allocating resources to solving broader system problems, such as those related to 
shocks and stresses. Market Systems Resilience (MSR) addresses the capacity of market systems to absorb, 
adapt, or transform in the face of these shocks and stresses. A shock can develop slowly, such as a drought, 
or quickly, such as locust plagues, flooding, or health pandemics such as COVID-19. In contrast, a stress is a 
long-term pressure, such as corruption or power struggles between social or ethnic groups.  

MARKET SYSTEMS RESILIENCE FRAMEWORK 

The USAID Market Systems Resilience: A Framework for Measurement, referred to in the document as 
USAID MSR Framework was developed to understand how market systems evolve and how they enhance or 
limit the resilience of a community. The Framework supports the strengthening of market systems resilience 
capacities based on the assumption that systems are dynamic. The Framework uses eight domains to assess 
the resilience capacity of a market system. Four of the domains consider the structural characteristics of a 
market system: connectivity, diversity, power, and rule of law.  Another four of the domains consider the 
behavioral characteristics of a market system: competition, cooperation, decision-making, and business 
strategy.  
 
The Framework defines resilience along a continuum of these structural and/or behavioral characteristics. At 
the reactive end of the resilience continuum, these characteristics inhibit market systems from being able to 
absorb, adapt, or transform in the face of shocks and stresses. At the proactive end of the resilience 
continuum, structural and behavioral characteristics enable market systems to adapt and transform toward a 
greater capacity for resilience. The Framework provides an understanding of how to facilitate the direction of 
market system change away from what is defined as reactive and toward proactive structural and behavioral 
characteristics.  
 
The Framework’s domains assist practitioners to understand what drives MSR by considering observable and 
less observable behaviors. Observable behaviors might include competition and cooperation patterns, and 
common business strategies. Less observable variables might include how the underlying market system is 
structured, such as its levels of diversity in business models and channels, and connectivity and power 
dynamics between market actors.  
 
This report provides the methodology of applying the framework in practical contexts in Kenya, including 
field-based data collection approaches and motivations and pivots made by the team in each phase. Drawing 
on the field research, lessons pertaining to the  application of the MSR Framework in other contexts have 
been captured in a stand-alone Application Guide.  

RESILIENCE MEASUREMENT OF MARKET SYSTEMS IN KENYA 

The Resilience Measurement of Market Systems in Kenya (RMS-Kenya) research team applied the MSR  
Framework to the livestock and mango market systems in Isiolo and Makueni counties of Kenya. This 
allowed the team to conduct an assessment of the applicability of the MSR framework when applied to two 
very different market systems, impacted by different shocks and stresses. This led to valuable insights on 
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resilience of the livestock and mango market systems. 
 
(I) LIVESTOCK MARKET SYSTEM IN ISIOLO COUNTY 
Research into Isiolo’s livestock market system underscored the lack of a commercial orientation among 
livestock owners and pastoralists engaged in cattle and camel management. Connections among market actors 
in Isiolo’s cattle and camel market systems have centered primarily on building communal relationships. As a 
result, the private sector is minimally involved in herd management. 
  
While donors and practitioners may seek to push for the commercialization of the cattle and camel market 
system, Kenya-RMS research suggests caution. Informal social safety nets are integrated within these market 
systems and are important to their resilience. The research suggests that any change toward 
commercialization could have unintended effects on this essential coping mechanism in the region.  
The research shows that it will, however, be important to support the ongoing strengthening of market 
systems for goats, sheep, poultry, and agropastoralism, which are evolving on a more commercial foundation. 
These market systems need support that catalyzes firms to engage smallholders in more growth and 
customer-oriented business strategies. 
 
The research presents the following key findings: 

● Traditional coping mechanisms are intertwined with cattle and camel herd management practices. 
This relationship makes it difficult for pastoralist communities in Isiolo to effectively adapt to the 
combination of slow onset shocks (such as climate change leading to recurrent droughts or 
population dynamics that limit traditional grazing lands) with more immediate and often related 
shocks (such as conflict and disease outbreaks).  

● Traditional coping mechanisms are breaking down, causing harm, such as resource conflicts, loss of 
animals, and hunger. Communities are adapting by shifting to goats, sheep, poultry, agropastoralism, 
and out ]-migration, in order to generate financial assets or wealth.  

● Competition and cooperation between market actors, especially non-communal commercial 
connections, are primarily driven by a zero-sum mentality that focuses on maximizing the margin a 
market actor can capture during a transaction. The short-term, margin capture orientation tends to 
dampen signals related to identifying, prioritizing and allocating resources in response to risks, 
making market systems less capable/responsive to shocks and stresses. 

● A combination of public and private risk management mechanisms and services are critical for 
communities to diversify how they manage risks, including through the building of financial assets 
and wealth.  
 

(II) MANGO MARKET SYSTEM IN MAKUENI COUNTY 
In Makueni’s mango market system, the primary learning from the research relates to the quality of 
connections that market actors have with one another, the transactional nature of these connections, and 
decision-making driven by the intention of short-term margin capture. There is misalignment in how market 
actors read market signals1, especially in how they perceive prices being offered. Additionally, the research 
finds a low level of confidence within the mango market system owing to these short-term business strategies. 
In addition, there is a lack of private sector investment in processing and support functions. 
                                                   
1 Market signals are information between market actors in an industry (such as between competitors, or to customers or suppliers) 
which influence the behavior of other market actors. These are often informally communicated and result in perceptions about 
product quality, reputation, threats, opportunities, or intentions of other stakeholders. 
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The research presents the following key findings: 

● Price is perceived as a weapon that is wielded by those with power, and therefore is not an effective 
signaling mechanism. As a result, all decisions centered on growing and trading mango are primarily 
dependent upon price which, in turn, makes price more volatile as market actors overreact to short-
term price variations. 

● The government’s investment in the Kalamba processing plant, while rationalized as a solution to 
price volatility, does not address the underlying problem, making investment unattractive. Early 
indications are that the government investment could make the situation worse as it muddles public-
private power dynamics. 

● Weak rule of law protects some market actors over others. For example, a tendency to deviate from 
contracts has led market actors to always make decisions based on the highest offer offtaker, 
regardless of previous contract agreements. There is no contract-enforcing body and informal 
conflict resolution mechanisms are largely preferred.  

● Producers perceive no evident gain in cooperating with fellow producers to tackle the challenge of 
the fruit-fly pest. There is minimum investment at the individual level against pests, and the quality of 
the fruits does not meet export standards or final consumer standards. 

● In response to perceptions of farmers having limited negotiating power and the need for 
improvements in the aggregation function, development actors have pushed producers to organize 
into cooperatives.  From an MSR perspective, this effort presents two concerns. The first is that 
farmers are being encouraged to form one specific type of organization, a cooperative, when there 
would be greater resilience in the market system from the emergence of diverse organizational 
structures.  The second is the assumption that a need for improved cooperation equates with the 
need for a specific organizational structure, even though these are essentially unrelated. In addition, 
the research showed that rather than focusing on farmer-to-farmer cooperation, in the mango market 
system in Makueni, it is more important to focus on improved cooperation between farmers, buyers, 
processors and exporters.   
 

(III) IMPLICATIONS FOR PROGRAMMING 
In the Kenyan context, the use of an MSR framework in this analysis has highlighted how communities in 
Makueni and Isiolo have managed risks and noted that carrying the full burden of elevated risk prevents 
people from making sound commercial decisions in their economic activities. There is an opportunity 
for programmatic considerations to highlight the role of formal social safety nets and emergency response 
services, which can support communities’ ability to manage risks, shocks, and stresses. This could include: 

● Programming which encourages the emergence of formal, reliable and fair social safety nets and 
emergency response services. Such services can have the following impact:  

o Spreads risks across a larger population via the government acting like an insurance provider 
and removing much of the burden that is placed on individual communities.  

o Reduces the heavy reliance on informal coping mechanisms that are struggling to maintain 
their effectiveness, especially in Isiolo, as shocks and stresses become more recurrent and 
severe. 

o Improves access to effective coping mechanisms by providing an alternative to the informal 
services that are often based on communal social norms. Reliance on these informal 
services can have negative knock-on effects leading to unfair or uneven access. That is, those 
tied up in rigid social structures around ethnicity, social hierarchy, or gender norms guide 



 

5     |     Resilience Measurement of Market Systems in Kenya - Analysis & Key Findings 

access to these mechanisms. 
 

● Programming which eases the transition for communities and market actors to manage more of their 
risks via financial assets, income and wealth. The possible impact includes:  

o Shifts communities away from power dynamics related to both central and local government 
patronage which limits interest and effectiveness of formal social safety nets and response 
services. 

o Uses cash as the primary form of social safety nets or emergency response service. 
o Uses technology to limit inefficiencies. That is, programming strategies that overcome 

accessibility or connectivity issues due to Kenya’s population distribution and offer better 
prioritization based on need. 

o Builds up or leverages the market system’s capacity, so that cash can solve most immediate 
challenges through commercial supply chain processes. 

o Increases the attractiveness of commercial relationships, especially relationships that cross 
identity barriers like social hierarchy, ethnicity, gender, and age. 

While the two geographic areas and sectors are very different these two case studies indicate that market 
systems change; formal safety nets and emergency response mechanisms; and layering of different 
program impacts are areas for consideration for USAID programming to achieve greater market systems 
and community resilience. 

To bring about market systems change, USAID programming considerations could include: 

● Understand the role that different assets traditionally play in the community. 
● Focus on sectors that are more commercially-oriented. 
● Support the building of trusted commercial relationships throughout the market system by aligning 

commercial incentives. 
● Support increased diversity of products to increase competitiveness, inclusivity, and resilience in 

market systems. 
● Change the orientation of input supply interventions from being crop-specific to being around input 

inputs distribution more broadly. 
● Strengthen the ecosystems supporting the target market. 

To strengthen formal safety nets and emergency response mechanisms, USAID programming could: 

● Support emergence of and access to formal, reliable and fair social safety net and response services. 
● Support transition of communities and market actors to manage risk through financial assets.  

Finally, USAID/Kenya and East Africa can optimize the impact of individual programs as well as its full 
portfolio of programs by layering different program activities that are designed to work on complementary 
elements of a market system. USAID could focus on the following considerations for effective layering: 

● Establish a baseline of understanding of the foundations of market systems thinking. 
● Harness the potential of improved layering through programmatic coordination and oversight. 
● Sequence programmatic layering to improve outcomes.  
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1. INTRODUCTION  
The Resilience Measurement of Market Systems in Kenya (RMS-Kenya) program applied USAID’s Market 
Systems Resilience (MSR) Framework to identify the capability of market systems to support communities as 
well as respond to the market systems’ shocks and stresses. The program was funded by USDA in close 
partnership with USAID/Kenya from July 2020 to July 2022.  
 
The research had two primary objectives: (i) To assess 
the applicability of the MSR Framework to better 
understand resilience in two discrete market systems in 
Kenya: the mango market system in Makueni county 
and the livestock market system in Isiolo county. (ii) To 
develop process-focused practical guidance on how to 
apply USAID’s MSR framework to be used by 
practitioners globally. (Note, this practical guidance is 
not part of this report, but rather a separate Application 
Guide.) 
 
This report outlines the main lessons learned from 
applying the MSR Framework to the RMS-Kenya 
program, including the assessment results and analysis 
of MSR in the specific market systems. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Photo Credit: Mwangi Kiru



 

7     |     Resilience Measurement of Market Systems in Kenya - Analysis & Key Findings 

2. MARKET SYSTEMS RESILIENCE FRAMEWORK 

The focus on resilience has typically stemmed from the recognition that vulnerable households in developing 
countries live in risky environments. Resilience has therefore typically been considered at the household level. 
Household level resilience has been linked to the concept of consumption smoothing, where households may 
have variations in income at different times, however have a relatively consistent need for expenses, and 
hence prefer a stable level of consumption. Households will therefore borrow or save to preserve continuity 
in consumption. Resilience has therefore typically been analyzed through the lens of livelihood strengthening, 
improved coping strategies, and risk management. Outcomes at the household level typically include the 
ownership of productive assets for livelihood strengthening, decreases in informal wage work and child labor 
as indicators of less harmful coping strategies, and savings and private transfers for risk management.  
 
Market systems refer to the broader political, social and environmental systems in which markets operate. 
Resilience has not typically been considered at this broader market systems level. Market systems resilience (MSR) 
addresses the capacity of market systems to absorb, adapt, or transform in the face of shocks and stresses. 
Shocks and stresses at a market systems level include food price volatility, drought, locust infestations, and 
health pandemics, among others. Optimally, markets evolve to effectively identify, prioritize and allocate 
resources (i.e., human and financial) in response to emergent risks and opportunities, including risks at a 
community level related to shocks and stresses. 
 
USAID therefore developed the Market Systems Resilience (MSR) Framework  to provide a theoretical link 
between a number of market system characteristics and the resilience of the market system. How market 
systems evolve and how they enhance or limit the resilience of the market systems themselves and 
community are foundational questions on which the Framework sheds light. The Framework explores 
systems-level resilience, drawing from a body of research on systems thinking, and institutional, behavioral, 
and evolutionary economics.2  

2.1 REACTIVE AND PROACTIVE NATURE OF 
MARKET SYSTEMS  

The MSR Framework explores an approach to strengthening market 
systems resilience capacities based on the assumption that systems are 
dynamic, thus what is needed is an understanding of how to facilitate 
the direction of market system change away from what is defined as 
reactive and toward proactive structural and behavioral characteristics.  
A market system is defined as being more reactive when risks related to 
shocks and stresses are managed primarily via informal social groups 
that tend to respond only once a shock or stress manifests into real 
harm. In this context, the system is primarily reacting to shocks and 
stresses. While such systems are generally able to absorb substantial 
amounts of risks, they are less able to effectively adapt in ways that neutralizes or mitigates risks over time. 
Additionally, when shocks and stresses start to combine, becoming more intense and repetitive, reactive 

                                                   
2 A brief on Demystifying Market Systems Resilience provides additional background on  key aspects of MSR. 
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systems can eventually break down. 

Proactive market systems are defined as systems that are better able to identify, prioritize, and allocate financial 
and human capital to develop and apply effective measures to neutralize or mitigate risks from shocks and 
stresses. Often, proactive market systems develop in relation to other political and social mechanisms that 
formalize and improve absorptive social safety and emergency response services, allowing for many 
communities to adapt in ways that lets them manage more commercial risks. In more proactive systems, 
markets emerge as central to the wider society’s ability to manage risks related to shocks and stresses in ways 
that limit the costs and potential harm.    

2.2 MSR DOMAINS 

Domains are the characteristics of market systems resilience. Domains refer to “how much” or “to what 
degree” the things that are happening in the system are characteristics of a resilient market system.  
USAID’s MSR framework outlines eight domains, which are described in the table below. Four of the 
domains explore structural characteristics of market systems resilience: connectivity, diversity, power, and rule 
of law. The other four domains explore behavioral characteristics of market systems resilience: competition, 
cooperation, decision-making, and business strategy.  

Taken within the context of the MSR framework, these domains assist in assessing the resilience capacity of a 
particular market system. Other MSR frameworks have been developed, generally adapted from this initial 
USAID MSR framework. Most consider variations of the domains below (differing primarily in the number 
and organization of domains being considered).  

MARKET SYSTEM’S STRUCTURAL DOMAINS 
(e.g. how markets are organized) 

DOMAIN DESCRIPTION GUIDING QUESTION(S) 

Connectivity 

The degree or number of connections between 
market actors in a market system. A market system is 
more able to withstand shocks if market actors have 
formed new and different types of connections rather 
than being reliant on only one type of business 
relationship or geographic area, for example. 

Who’s trading and talking 
with whom, why, and how is 
this changing over time? 
How and to what extent do 
market actors interact across 
geographies, ecologies, and 
social groups? 

Diversity 

Diversity and relative distribution of different parts of 
a market system. Market systems that lack diversity are 
more susceptible to a single risk and less able to adapt to 
shocks and stresses. 

How much variety is there in 
products, sales channels, 
business models, customer 
segmentation, etc.? 
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Power 

Concentration and exercise of power in a system. 
Rather than using power to attain monopolies or unfair 
bargaining power, market systems are more resilient when 
power is wielded for firms to build alliances, incentivize 
standardization, or co-invest in value addition upgrades.  

Where and how is power 
concentrated and exercised? 

 
Rule of Law 

The level or degree of equality and fairness inherent 
in formal and informal rules and laws.  Systems are 
more resilient when formal and informal rules are clear, 
transparent, and applied consistently. 

Who sets and maintains the 
rules (formal and informal)? 
Are they consistent and fair? 

MARKET SYSTEM’S BEHAVIORAL DOMAINS  
(e.g. norms that shape what most people and market actors do) 

DOMAIN DESCRIPTION GUIDING QUESTION(S)  

 
Competition 

How market actors establish superiority over others 
who are trying to do the same thing. Competition is 
defined as rivalry between two or more entities, but 
competition can be positive or negative depending on 
how and why it is happening. 

To what extent is there 
rivalry between market 
actors? 

 
Cooperation 

How market actors collaborate to achieve a common 
purpose or function. In understanding the domain of 
cooperation within the context of a particular market 
system, it is critical to look at the motivation for 
cooperation, which can be positive or negative. 

How are market actors 
collaborating to achieve a 
common purpose or 
function? 

 
Decision 
Making 

How market actors make decisions, e.g., using 
evidence versus group beliefs or myths. More resilient 
systems show patterns of firms and organizations using 
evidence to inform decisions. 

To what extent is evidence 
used to identify solutions? 

 
Business 
Strategy 

How market actors achieve their goals e.g., short 
term extractive orientation versus a growth 
orientation. Less resilient strategies include maximizing 
unfair practices such as capturing unfair margins. More 
resilient business strategies plan for knowable risks and 
generate value for customers as a growth strategy. 

To what extent do business 
strategies proactively plan for 
risks? To what extent are they 
fair and generate customer 
value? 

 
MSR is best understood by combining insights from multiple domains to understand their interplay across the 
market, relating domains to specific contexts, and recognizing that a change in one domain is unlikely on its 
own to result in more resilient market systems.
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3. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
The RMS-Kenya team examined whether the MSR Framework captures market resilience by building 
hypotheses based on theory as well formative research, and testing of the research team’s assumptions in 
practice. This contributed to a set of experiences and lessons learned for other researchers who wish to base 
their work on this Framework, which is presented in an accompanying Application Guide. The field research 
process and indicators used are described briefly below, although in far greater detail in the accompanying 
Application Guide which provides substantial detail into the methodology, including challenges and 
recommendations for others on how to use the framework.  

3.1 RESEARCH PROCESS 

The research process comprised desk research, qualitative data (focus group discussions and key informant 
interviews), and quantitative data (surveys).  
 
The RMS-Kenya team conducted desk research to better understand the importance of certain indicators in 
each of the livestock and mango market systems’ contexts. The team then conducted upfront narrative key 
informant interviews with development and market actors to understand nuances in each of the market 
systems. This influenced the development of stories, vignettes, and assumptions/hypotheses that were used 
in the follow-on stages of the research process. The team then reviewed and refined preliminary domain and 
indicator choices, based on the strongest narratives heard during the formative phase. This was followed by a 
series of one-on-one in-depth interviews with a mix of researchers, private firms, cooperatives, development 
partners, and government officials. The team then administered a quantitative survey instrument to four focus 
groups in each market system. These comprised 110 respondents from each market system including a mix of 
producers, input/service suppliers, traders, and brokers. 
 
RMS-Kenya did not include domain scoring in its research methodology. This decision was made due to the 
research being a standalone activity; whereas scoring is most valuable when used as a comparative tool over 
time.  

3.2 MSR INDICATORS  

Some types of system-level changes are difficult to quantify and more qualitative methods are preferred to 
indicators, which are, at best, proxies for the issue or characteristic users are interested in. For this reason, 
RMS-Kenya did a quantitative analysis that is integrated into the key findings section of this report.  

3.3 RESEARCH LIMITATIONS 

Although interesting findings resulted from the research process, there were several limitations that are 
important to recognize. Firstly, the respondents were sampled through a snowballing3 process, thus the 
sample was not a representative sample, neither at the local market level in Makueni or Isiolo, nor across 
                                                   
3 According to Wikipedia snowball sampling “uses a small pool of initial informants to nominate, through their social networks, other 
participants who meet the eligibility criteria and could potentially contribute to a specific study. The term ‘snowball sampling’ reflects 
an analogy to a snowball increasing in size as it rolls downhill.” 
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various market actor categories. In addition, the on-the-ground research team faced constraints around 
recruitment of on-the-spot respondents at off-taker markets. Secondly, there are several caveats around the 
analysis: The emerging themes were first identified via focus group discussions. The team then identified the 
recurring examples seen under each of these themes. These themes were then (in)validated by the quantitative 
study with market actors lower down the chain. While this report highlights the key takeaways from a systems 
perspective and justifies it via the excerpts and the quantitative data, the list of key areas for consideration is 
not exhaustive.  
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4. RESEARCH FINDINGS 
The research findings focus on discrete findings from each of the market systems studied: the livestock 
market system in Isiolo county, and the mango market system in Makueni county of Kenya. 

4.1 LIVESTOCK MARKET SYSTEM IN ISIOLO COUNTY 

The livestock market system in Isiolo county comprises a red meat industry and milk industry concerned with 
the rearing of cattle, camels, sheep, and goats. The livestock sector is estimated to support the livelihoods of 
approximately 75-85% of the population living in Northern Kenya.4  
 
Within the overall livestock sector, the way in which smallholder livestock producers manage their animals 
differs based on the size and type of animal, resulting in multiple smaller and distinct subsectors: the larger 
animals (cattle and camels), and smaller animals (goats and sheep). 
 
4.1.1 GENERAL FINDINGS 
 
In Isiolo county, the larger animals (cattle and camels) are reared mostly for preservation of savings and social 
capital. The smaller animals (goats and sheep) are reared to meet short-term transaction requirements. Market 
actors in Isiolo noted that smallholder livestock producers of smaller animals, such as goats and sheep, use 
them as highly liquid cash assets, ready to be sold for immediate household expenses. However, cattle, the 
most prominent asset class, are generally not managed commercially and are, to some extent, unresponsive to 
most market forces. In some cases, primarily via the wealthier pastoralists with improved access to 
information and choice, there is a shift from rearing cattle to rearing camels. Pastoralists shared that the 
advantage of rearing camels over cattle is that camels are better suited to the changing environment while still 
producing the desired social capital outcomes.                                  

      Photo Credit: George Mulala (Flickr) 

                                                   
4 Key Statistics on the drylands of Kenya, Uganda, and Ethiopia, REGLAP 
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4.1.2 ANALYSIS OF RESILIENCE DOMAINS 
 
Key findings of Isiolo’s livestock market system are discussed under each of the eight domains within the 
MSR Framework. Although these are discussed separately here it is important to highlight that MSR is best 
understood by combining insights from multiple domains to understand their interplay across the market. 
 

(I) CONNECTIVITY 
The connectivity domain considers the degree or number of connections between actors in a 
market system. Connectivity can either facilitate or inhibit market systems resilience. 

 
The research of the livestock market system in Isiolo county revealed that connectivity at the smallholder 
livestock producer level is largely limited to communal connections among identity groups, with some limited 
commercial connections between retailers, traders, etc. The research further revealed that communal 
connections are perceived as central to managing risks related to shocks and stresses, whereas commercial 
interactions are perceived as inherently adversarial. There are limited vertical connections, i.e. linkages 
between different types of market actors up or down the supply chain, such as smallholder producers-to-
input suppliers, input suppliers-to-agrovets, or producers-to-traders, and/or buyers. Research revealed that 
there are, however, emerging horizontal connections, i.e., linkages between the same type of market actors, 
such as smallholder producers-to-producers or buyers-to-buyers. These are largely linked by means of 
cooperatives, village savings and credit groups, or business associations. However, research revealed that 
livestock brokers are well connected, yet they use that connection in an adversarial manner with high levels of 
collusion to extract maximum margins from smallholder livestock producers.  
 
 

(II) DIVERSITY 
The diversity domain considers the diversity and relative distribution of different parts of a         
market system. 

 
In Isiolo county, market actors frequently mentioned diversification, but they were mostly referencing a desire 
for diversification into new market channels with new customers. Rarely did market actors speak about 
diversification in the form of higher value-added livestock products. Diversification into value added 
livestock products would require different managerial practices. The research highlighted that cattle farmers 
seemed to perceive an unacceptable tradeoff between their reliance on informal social safety net services that 
are connected to cattle management practices and efforts to more fully commercialize cattle management. In 
a proactive market system5 one would expect high-value niche channels or end markets to emerge through 
greater emphasis on commercial management, typically characterized by greater segmentation with a focus on 
developing high-value end markets. While this is not happening in cattle, there is more evidence of a 
commercial management of goats, sheep, and poultry. Camel, and more specifically camel milk, has mixed 
evidence of diversity, in that overall herd management is driven more by maintaining social norms tied to 
informal social safety nets, but there is evidence that camel milk production and processing is emerging on a 
more commercially-grounded basis. 
     

                                                   
5 Proactive market systems are defined as systems that are better able to identify, prioritize, and allocate financial and human capital to 
develop and apply effective measures to neutralize or mitigate risks from shocks and stresses. 
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(III) POWER DYNAMICS
The power dynamics domain considers the concentration and exercise of power in a system. 

The research showed that power in the livestock market system in Isiolo county is wielded across different 
levels of the market system to gain an unfair advantage. This is manifested through behaviors such as the 
manipulation of grades and standards, aggregation processes, and pricing. Power was found to be 
concentrated across the traditional systems of various identity groups (in this case, groups formed at the 
communal level) with different norms. This was said to make it easy for politicians to wield power for their 
own gains, which exacerbates conflict. From a transactional perspective, the research revealed that power is 
most often wielded by market actors to win extra margins.  

There are, however, emerging examples - in sheep, goats, poultry, and camel milk - of commercial 
relationships that are more win-win, but the perception is that they remain limited.   

(IV) RULE OF LAW
The power dynamics domain considers the level or degree of equality and fairness inherent in 
formal and informal rules and laws.

Overall, the research highlighted that rule of law in the livestock market system in Isiolo county is weak and 
arbitrary, dominated by informal rules, which differ across different identity groups and fail to keep 
communities at peace with each other. Smallholder livestock producers regard informal social safety net 
services to be more reliable compared to formal social safety net and emergency response services provided 
by the government. There seems to be a lack of confidence in formal government, especially when there are 
any perceived conflicts with informal norms in some communities. At the same time, many of the informal 
norms and customs that people rely on to manage and solve community to community disputes are perceived 
as not working as conflicts are more recurrent. With a weak formal rule of law and the perception that power 
is more important than good performance or fairness, communities seem to respond in ways that align with 
their perception of power (i.e., stealing, physical conflict, etc.) and that they feel is justifiable. 

(V) COMPETITION
The competition domain considers how market actors establish superiority over other market 
actors who are trying to do the same activity.  

The competitive landscape in the livestock market system does not incentivize value addition, especially in 
cattle and camel production. There is fierce competition for scarce resources among pastoralists, simply to 
keep their herds alive rather than to create value in the system by growing and selling cattle. Without effective 
cooperation (meaning collaborating or working together for the purpose of adding value) along supply chains, 
market activity tends to focus on transactions as a way to compete. Competing to win a transaction (in other 
words, competing to capture a high price) favors short-term zero sum tactics that result in win-lose outcomes 
with the powerful winning and vulnerable losing. 
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(VI) COOPERATION 
The cooperation domain considers how market actors collaborate to achieve a common 
purpose or function. 

 
Because communities tend to rely on local informal mechanisms to manage recurrent shocks and stressors in 
a context where formal rules and market systems cannot easily adapt to provide a valid alternative, 
communities are struggling to find effective ways to cooperate that help them manage risks. Beyond a few 
examples related to camel milk, goats, sheep and poultry, there is little evidence that more effective 
cooperation along supply chains or within retail distribution networks—which is essential for market systems 
to more effectively manage risks—is emerging. There is some evidence of brokers cooperating, but this is 
motivated by margin capture, and therefore, an example of negative cooperation.  

 
(VII) DECISION-MAKING  
The decision-making domain considers how market actors make decisions, e.g., using evidence 
versus group beliefs of myths. 
 

Decision-making in the market system, especially by non-commercial actors like government officials, seems 
to be extractive, aiming to maintain social capital and meet short-term transactions needs. Communities 
perceive that the government will not act responsibly on their behalf, and with less confidence in informal 
social norms or coping mechanisms, communities are deciding to change their coping strategies. 
Communities are shifting to more appropriate animals like camels, focusing more on generating financial 
wealth to manage uncertainty (through goats, sheep, poultry, etc.), and increasingly out-migrating to urban 
spaces. These progressive strategies are limited, however, and it remains to be seen as to whether these 
examples will become more common.  

 
(VIII) BUSINESS STRATEGY 
The business strategy domain considers how market actors achieve their goals, e.g., short-term 
extractive orientation versus a long-term growth orientation. 
 

While there are examples of businesses engaging suppliers in ways that suggest an orientation toward shared 
value6 and growth, such examples are primarily related to emerging and relatively new commercial activities 
like camel milk, goats, or sheep. Cattle and camel producers are not operating on a commercial basis; for 
example, there is a lack of willingness to spend on services (such as vaccines) that will improve the quality of 
animals. Cattle and camel traders take advantage of this misalignment by using strategies and tactics that 
manipulate the likelihood of producers selling animals that are likely to die soon. This puts the producer in a 
weakened market position. This short-term business mindset also results in the system being less competitive, 
inclusive, and resilient over time as distrust and disputes makes any effective adaptation in the market system 
in response to emergent shocks and stress very limited.  
 

                                                   
6 ‘Shared value’ is a strategy that businesses take on that moves beyond corporate social responsibility and rather integrates social and 
environmental considerations in the business strategy. Harvard Business Review defines ‘shared value’ as “policies and operating practices 
that enhance the competitiveness of a company while simultaneously advancing the economic and social conditions in the 
communities in which it operates. Shared value creation focuses on identifying and expanding the connections between societal and 
economic progress.”  
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4.1.3 EMERGING THEMES & KEY FINDINGS 

In Isiolo, communities are struggling to find a balance between informal social communal coping 
mechanisms and financial assets, wealth, and market mechanisms. Two key thematic areas emerged from 
the research in Isiolo: i) the changing role of the private sector and ii) changing risk management 
strategies. There is a clear intent to shift toward a greater reliance on financial assets, income, and wealth as a 
way that manages risks related to shocks and threats, but there is also substantial hesitancy. Certainly, using 
more liquid and fungible tools like cash and other financial assets provides substantial advantages compared 
to how cattle are used as a form of savings. However, such a shift puts in jeopardy other important functions 
that cattle provide related to social connections and communal responsibilities. In practice, this insight 
suggests that when working in Isiolo, it would be useful to focus less on commercialization of cattle and 
more on market systems that are exhibiting behaviors that indicate a strong commercial foundation, 
such as goats, sheep, and agro-pastoralism. These and other commercially grounded market systems will 
act as more effective attractors, signaling to others in their community that shifting, even in part, to activities 
that generate more income can improve how they manage shocks and stresses. At the same time, when 
farmers show specific signs of commercializing cattle and camel management (i.e., milk, dairy and meat 
markets), adapting to support such emergent changes is a sound decision. 

Supporting the emergence of new and more varied market systems to diversify paths and sources of 
economic growth is also a smart choice. Equally important is focus on catalyzing more high-quality 
commercial connections that are based on shared value. This should be done by starting where there are 
market actors already exhibiting behavior related to inclusive, growth-oriented business strategies, including 
competition and cooperation behaviors that reinforce the market system to evolve along a path toward 
greater competitiveness, inclusivity, and resilience. 

Photo Credit: Marianne Mosberg (Flickr) 
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THEMATIC AREA 1: THE CHANGING ROLE OF THE PRIVATE SECTOR  

 
 Figure i: Animal Ownership in Isiolo 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Key Finding 1.1 is supported by the data shown in the graph. As noted by non-producing actors, gaining 
social capital to hedge risks through informal social safety nets is the end goal for most producers in the 
market system. As a result, the private sector has barely been involved in the dynamics of cattle and camel 
management. Instead, the research showed that the private sector or livestock markets were simply used as an 
outlet for livestock producers to sell their livestock for short-term sustenance.  
             
For this study, 53 producers were sampled. The categories of animals owned indicates that pastoralists are 
keeping a diverse set of herds. In the Isiolo sample, only 13% of the producers owned camels. On the other 
hand, poultry, which is relatively new to pastoralists, is owned by almost half of producers and cattle are 
owned by 60%. The smaller animals (goats and sheep) are the most owned at 79% of the producers owning 
sheep and 93% owning goats.  
 
  

KEY FINDING A: Varying Commercial Orientation 

Traditionally, connections in the livestock market system in Isiolo have been centered primarily on building 
communal relationships. The commercial orientation in the market system is dependent on the type of 
animals owned. Larger animals are managed less commercially, compared to smaller animals. The 
management of smaller animals and the expansion to agropastoralism indicates that producers are 
diversifying their risk management tactics to include activities with stronger commercial foundations. It is 
important to support the system with more private sector risk mitigation tools that could ease the 
market system into this change. This will provide market actors with alternative coping tactics to withstand 
recurrent shocks and reduce the burden on existing risk management systems. Private sector support 
should target the management of smaller animals given its more responsive nature to market 
dynamics compared to cattle and camels.     
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Figure ii: Stock management by producers in Isiolo  
(ratio of animals traded to animals owned per producer per year 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The trade-ownership ratio of 0.27 for cattle shows that for every 100 cattle owned in the region, only 27 are 
traded in a given year. This is reflective of the producer perspective that cattle ownership is for preserving 
social capital and maintaining communal norms. In more commercially-oriented market systems we would 
expect to see a 0.5 ratio or more, signifying that pastoralists are breeding, fattening and selling cattle - 
efficiently turning pasture into food for human consumption.  
 
By contrast, sheep are traded at a ratio of 1, which indicates that for every 100 sheep owned in the region, all 
100 are traded in a given year. The ratio for goats and sheep is consistent with the perception that sheep and 
goats are used by pastoralists to meet short term needs and managed commercially. 
 
Risk management strategies are changing, and the private sector can play a role in facilitating this change by 
supporting formal risk management tools to improve how market actors are connected (i.e., building more 
commercial connections beyond communal connections). For this change to be realized, the market actors, 
specifically the producers, need to signal their intent for connections and cooperation built on commercial 
ideals. Currently, cooperation is still formed around promoting the interests of identity groups and is not 
always growth oriented. Uptake of more formal risk management tools could signal that intent. 
 

KEY FINDING B: Zero-Sum Cooperation 

Competition and cooperation in the market system is driven by zero-sum transactions. Market actors 
perceive each other as competitors and work to win transactions. There is a need to foster commercially-
oriented cooperation built on mutual trust between market actors across different levels in the market 
system. This will drive value-oriented competition and cooperation in the system.   

     
The zero-sum negotiating tactics, which are common among buyers of cattle, is indicative of the power 
dynamics at play between traders and producers. This tactic is reinforced by the lack of competition in the 
system which should ordinarily drive growth through the development of innovative products or niche 
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markets. Instead, because pastoralists are not competitive due to their non-commercial orientation, traders are 
able to wield power resulting from access to better information, non-diverse end markets, and zero-sum 
cooperation to engage in adversarial transactions that win unfair margins for them. 
 
However, this lack of competition does not tell the entire story. On their own part, producers' livestock 
management strategy is focused on maintaining informal social capital and short-term sustenance, rather than 
to create value. This management strategy is reflected in their decision-making, marked by low uptake of 
services that can improve the quality of their livestock, e.g., vaccines, even when incentivized by private 
actors. This attitude is reinforced by the government’s intervention of free vaccines which sends a negative 
signal to the private sector that investment in the market system is not viable.  Furthermore, producers barely 
cooperate with each other in a commercial sense, leaving them vulnerable to traders who are more organized. 
Together, these factors create a zero-sum bias or mindset among actors which further reinforces these 
behaviors as market actors on different levels perceive each other as competition. 

Figure iii: Buyers’ churn rate in the market 
 
The buyer's churn rate7 calculates the rate at which producers are connected to new buyers over a period of 6 
months and 12 months. The median rate of 0% indicates that producers maintain the same connections over 
time, on average. This implies that producers in Isiolo barely form new relationships with more buyers 
over this time period. In a market system where the majority of the livestock are sold through the open spot 
markets, a 0% churn rate signals a lack of trust in forming new connections in the market system. 
 
  

                                                   
7 The churn rate is derived by calculating the percentage of new commercial connections with buyers over the last 3 months 
compared to the last 6 months (i.e., new buyers bought from in the last 3 months compared to the last 6 months) and 12 months (i.e 
new buyers purchased from in the last 3 months compared to the last 12 months). 
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THEMATIC AREA 2: CHANGING RISK MANAGEMENT STRATEGIES 
––– 

 
Photo Credit: Diego Fernandez Gabaldon (Flickr) 

 

KEY FINDING A: Emerging Shift in Risk Management Strategies and Tactics 

Pastoralist communities are struggling to adapt to the changing set of risks they are encountering. There are 
clear signals that parts of the community are shifting, partly or fully, to manage risks via financial assets and 
wealth. They are shifting primarily to animals like goats and sheep that have a faster and more reliable 
income-generating cycle, which allows pastoralists greater security that they will have the saving of cash 
flow needed to manage family needs expected and unexpected. While sheep and goats, and to a lesser 
extent agro-pastoralism, is diversifying, and to some extent improving how some families are managing 
risks, the market system is not adapting quickly in line with the communities to provide a wider set of 
income generating opportunities and asset/wealth protection services and mechanisms. It is important to 
support emerging market opportunities that further diversify the income generating opportunities, increase 
the inclusivity of growth, and quicken the pace of various supporting services, such as finance, insurance, 
and business development services (BDS).   

 
The livestock market system is going through a period of change, which is especially evidenced by the 
evolving role of the private sector. To illustrate, there is a gradual shift in the risk management strategies used 
by pastoralists to navigate the recurrent shocks and stresses they face. Traditionally, these risks have been 
managed by dependence on closely knit communal networks that require each community member to look 
after one another during periods of shocks. However, recurrent droughts, increased banditry, and illegal 
restocking8 of animals in the region have put the existing system under enormous pressure, culminating in 
some form of commercialization, i.e., the process of communities shifting risk management strategies from 
being reactive to proactive, but not via cattle. Pastoralists are adapting by learning new methods while 
gradually moving away from old risk management systems. The emerging alternatives in the system are 
improved diversification and connectivity through migration and remittances.   
 
Some herd diversification has been adopted by pastoralists (i.e., through agro-pastoralism). In addition, some 
pastoralists are sending their children to other cities to seek more opportunities beyond the pastoralists’ 
                                                   
8 The act of stealing cattle from other pastoralists to build one’s own stock. 
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lifestyle. For this group, the receipts of remittances from the younger generation seems to be a more 
attractive way to withstand the shocks they face. Together, this has led to friction between the new risk 
management paths and the existing paths that the pastoralists have previously used. Pastoralists still have 
close ties to their communal networks (informal social safety nets), even though they realize the shortcomings 
as they learn new formal methods to manage risks. 
 

Figure iv: Perception on migration 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
When presented with the statement “people move out of the region to shift out of current economic 
activities,” 92% of producers agreed. This is consistent with the perception of non-producers that some 
pastoralists are sending their wards out of the region to seek better opportunities. As pointed out earlier, 
remittances from migration are a form of diversification of the coping tactics being used by actors in the 
market system.  
 

Figure v: Attitudes towards informal community social safety  
structures by a sample of producers in Isiolo 
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When presented with the statement that “there is nothing that could get them to leave their social safety 
arrangement in their community”, three out of four producers responded affirmatively. This level of 
acceptance indicates strong communal bonds in the pastoralist communities and reflects the need for 
pastoralists to preserve communal bonds in their communities. However, when asked if existing community 
social safety structures undermine pastoralists' success since they require herders to share their wealth, over 
half of the producers agreed with this statement. Despite the importance placed on communal safety 
structures, producers are aware of the system's weaknesses but still decide to maintain that structure for other 
reasons. For example, acquiring wealth could be secondary to maintaining informal social safety structures; 
therefore, the requirement to share wealth is not perceived as a weakness.      
 
It is not necessary for a pastoralist to completely break away from informal social safety nets. In fact, 
adopting both formal and informal risk management strategies is useful for pastoralists in the event of 
shocks. As the old ways are no longer sufficient and the new ways are not yet effective, the messiness 
of change is likely to continue. How donors support and reinforce change in a direction that aligns 
with large group cooperation and competition dynamics will be central to moving past this chaotic 
stage. 
 

KEY FINDING B: Weak Rule of Law Worsening Conflict Resolution 

Many pastoralist communities are diversifying how they manage the risks they face, especially as traditional 
communal coping mechanisms have begun to crack under the increasing pressures of risks from climate 
change and population dynamics. In terms of rule of law the social norms around group 
loyalty/responsibility, resource usage, property ownership, and response to disputes have over the near 
term heightened the likelihood of recurrent conflicts without the ability of traditional disputes resolution 
mechanisms effectively adapting to mitigate or stop disputes before they turn violent.  As pressure 
continues to mount and the traditional coping mechanisms continue to falter under the pressure, formal 
localized laws and support services should fill the gap, but many local communities perceive government as 
‘connected’ to one group or only interested in how to wield government power for personal gain.  This lack 
of trust or confidence in local government is slowing the emergence of rule of law that is vital to an 
effective transition from only relying on informal communal coping mechanisms to some balance with a 
greater reliance on formal government support mechanisms, especially related to disputes resolution and 
managing conflicts.  

 
During periods of drought, resource constraints drive pastoralist communities to search for alternative means 
of survival, often leading to cattle rustling (i.e., illegal restocking of animals) and other resource related 
conflicts. Resource conflicts tend to exist between communities and not within communities and are fueled 
by community norms that demand a response to perceived grievances. As climate change and population 
density have increased the likelihood of resource conflicts, traditional mechanisms that were able to manage 
lower levels of conflicts are buckling under the pressure, which further escalates the likelihood of violent 
conflicts. For example, leading into many droughts there are clear official warnings, but most pastoralist 
communities do not actively sell cattle ahead of time which leads to a high volume of animals at the start and 
during the shock driving prices down.  The downward pressure is often seized upon by traders to gain an 
extra margin, further pushing prices down.  Some pastoralist communities perceive the situation as 
justification (i.e., via a greater good rationale) for taking other communities' cattle or other resources.  So, 
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while the trigger is a resource scarcity perception, much of the resource loss is avoidable via more proactive 
planning.  If those communities identified likely shocks and planned ahead by vaccinating animals, 
commercial animal husbandry, selling cattle at times of higher prices, better watershed management, and 
rebalancing the family’s economic mix (i.e., away from cattle), they would probably avoid some of the 
pressure and negative outcomes from a drought.  The research indicates that communities and families that 
are starting to take some of these more proactive management steps are faring better during shocks and 
stresses.  In contrast, communities that are not proactively managing risk seem to default to negative coping 
mechanisms that are in turn driving an increase in conflict. 
 
Furthermore, politicians exploit the situation for their own gain. Weak formal rule of law due to lack of local 
acceptance and enforcement compounds this situation. All these factors lead to illegal restocking becoming 
the norm in communities during periods of shock. Pastoralist communities are finding ways to adapt their 
risk management strategies in absence of reliable formal or informal laws to maintain peace and order. In 
some instances, communities are reducing their cattle footprint to mitigate risk of theft, or diversifying their 
livestock to camels which do not have the same history of being stolen.  
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4.2 MANGO MARKET SYSTEM IN MAKUENI COUNTY 

The mango market system has been around for a relatively short time with very little production previous to 
2006.  Mango production started to increase rapidly at that time with an estimated production of 
1,415,000MT by 2022 that includes production from around 200,000 smallholders.9 Growth has been driven 
primarily by commercial incentives as rapid domestic and international demand created the perception of 
high margins.  Additionally, mango production is not tied into any social capital mechanisms nor does it 
represent an important element of community member diets, so the primary rationale for producing mangoes 
is to generate a commercial return. 
 
4.2.1 GENERAL FINDINGS 
 
Initially, as supply increased, margins remained sufficient to continue to push farmers to plant more trees, but 
the underlying transactional orientation in the market system did not evolve as more trees matured.  As 
supply began to close the demand gap, the market system should have evolved to maintain a level of 
competitiveness by improving and expanding relationships to increase value addition, as well as improving 
the ways the system identifies, prioritizes, and allocates resources in response to emergent risks. This did not 
occur (and has not yet occurred) in the mango market system in Makueni. The analysis will explore in more 
detail how the mango system has evolved in ways that have actually made the overall system more fragile over 
time. 
 

4.2.2 ANALYSIS OF RESILIENCE DOMAINS 

Key findings of Makueni’s mango market system are explored in detail as follows, based on the 8 domains 
from the MSR framework.  

 
(I) CONNECTIVITY  

The connectivity domain considers the degree or number of connections between actors in a 
market system. 

 
Connectivity in the mango market system is limited, with a strong bias toward trusted intra-group 
connections at the expense of inter-group connections. This is due to the perception that commercial 
relationships are adversarial, as indicated by attitudes related to price. The adversarial nature of relationships 
along the mango market channels or supply chains seems to limit information flows, which could also limit 
how the mango market system might diversify over time. This might partially explain why there are few 
segmented market channels for mango. The adversarial nature of relationships further devalues longer-term 
investments like cold storage, drying, and as such, relational patterns tend to result in inconsistency of supply. 
 
 
 
 

                                                   
9 USAID-KAVES Mango Value Chain Analysis  
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(II) DIVERSITY  

The diversity domain considers the diversity and relative distribution of different parts of a 
market system. 

 
There is a lack of diversity in business models, in actual adherence to grades and standards, in market system 
governance models, and in end market channels. This makes the market system relatively fragile and 
susceptible to shocks or stresses, which reduces margins over multiple seasons. Investment patterns indicate 
that there is limited value placed on marketing and branding to grow the mango industry. This suggests that 
the system is not oriented to identify and develop emerging customer segments domestically or 
internationally. This reinforces the lack of diversity in market channels for mango. 
 

(III) POWER DYNAMICS  

The power dynamics domain considers the concentration and exercise of power in a system. 
 
Power is wielded most often to gain unfair advantage as indicated by perception of price, cartel behaviors, etc. 
A secondary indication is the unwillingness to address the pest challenge – farmers perceive their behavior 
will have no positive effect so they do not take measures to limit damage.  The wielding of power to capture 
extra or unfair margins along the whole chain reinforces the transactional and adversarial nature of 
relationships. This further erodes connectivity and diversity and promotes problematic behavior patterns.  
 

(IV) RULE OF LAW  

The rule of law domain considers the level or degree of equality and fairness inherent in formal 
and informal rules and laws. 

 
Rule of law is weak and arbitrary as indicated by a lack of faith in contracts or formal agreements.  A lack of 
adherence to grades and standards is also an indication that rules are malleable depending on power and 
connections. The lack of any effective sanctioning mechanisms related to enforcing transparent standards and 
related pricing allows the more powerful to assert rules that favor their interests, making it hard for farmers to 
make more informed decisions regarding investment. In-transparent regulations and unequal enforcement of 
rules and regulations make farmers less likely to enter into contracts with no guarantee of a fair conflict 
resolution.  

 
(V) COMPETITION  

The competition domain considers how market actors establish superiority over others who 
are trying to do the same activity. 

 
Competition energy is more focused on winning transactions, as opposed to improving the competitiveness 
or value addition or brand value of Kenyan mangoes. This is indicated through the limited role that price has 
as an effective signaling mechanism, the lack of diversity in market channels, and persistent zero-sum 
negotiating tactics. Local mango market actors seem to misperceive domestic competitive pressure as most 
threatening, which has caused them to devalue cooperation within functions, especially between exporters. 
This misperception encourages local market actors to favor a short-term win-lose or zero-sum orientation, 
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instead of a longer-term growth orientation (i.e. investing in longer-term alliances along their supply chain) 
around exports. 

 
(VI) COOPERATION  

The cooperation domain considers how market actors collaborate to achieve a common 
purpose of function. 

 
Cooperation patterns also seem to indicate that the commercial objective of firms or people cooperating is to 
capture a margin, as opposed to increasing the value addition or competitive position of Kenyan mangoes. 
This is indicated by cartel behaviors, poor cooperation along supply chains, the lack of adherence to grades 
and standards, and the inability to address pest challenges. Mango farmers perceive that they are in an 
adversarial relationship with buyers, suggesting structural challenges with connectivity and behavioral 
challenges related to cooperation along the mango supply chains. There is no incentive to co-invest to solve 
the pest problem as there is no value seen in cooperating to maintain an end consumer focus. 

 
(VII) DECISION-MAKING  

The decision-making domain refers to how market actors make decisions, e.g., using evidence 
versus group beliefs or myths. 

 
Decision-making is short-term and muddled, especially by government officials. This is indicated by the 
decision to invest in a government processing plant or the disinterest in catalyzing greater diversity in 
governance models and marketing channels. These broader patterns in the mango market systems reflect that 
decision-making patterns are also short-term, patronage influenced, and muddled in terms of public versus 
private sector (i.e., roles, functions, etc.).  
 

(VIII) BUSINESS STRATEGY 
 
The business strategy domain considers how market actors achieve their goals, e.g., a short-
term extractive orientation versus a long-term growth orientation. 
 

Business strategies are mostly short-term and transaction or trade oriented, as opposed to focused on building 
value via firm growth. This is indicated by limited co-investment or alliance building, poor or limited use of 
supply chain management practices, high prevalence of zero-sum negotiating tactics, and perception of price 
as a weapon. Business strategies and tactics reinforce a transactional and adversarial nature of relationships, 
which hinders cooperation, reinforces poor structural elements, and limits competitiveness, inclusiveness and 
resilience. Business strategies and tactics reinforce the perception that power is more important than value 
added performance as an indicator of success. This perception is central to a competitive landscape that 
favors firms to wield power extractively, as opposed to firms that wield power to add value. 
 
4.2.3 EMERGING THEMES & KEY FINDINGS 
 
The mango market system in Makueni, in contrast to livestock in Isiolo, has a stronger commercial 
grounding. However, there are factors that influence market actors to push short-term returns, often to the 
detriment of longer-term growth and competitiveness of the system. Two key themes emerged from the 
research in Makueni: i) misalignment of market feedback and signaling and ii) lack of trust. From an 
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MSR perspective, mango market actors are more reliant than livestock market actors on financial assets and 
income for managing their risks related to shocks and stresses. Nonetheless, they perceive their position as 
fragile and, as a consequence, are motivated to engage in negative short-term coping strategies that 
involve trading away future wealth for short-term margins today. Their fragility seems to be 
compounded by a lack of rule of law as well as power dynamics that encourage the powerful and connected 
to extract value from the less powerful or connected. There is an overall perspective that the general 
landscape or social system in which trust is low, risk is perceived as high, and everyone is on their 
own. In other words, the formal social safety net, emergency response or enforcement mechanisms, judiciary 
and dispute resolution all are unfair and not transparent or reliable. 
   
THEMATIC AREA 1: MISALIGNMENT OF MARKET FEEDBACK AND SIGNALING  
 

 
Photo Credit: SemaBOX SemaBOX (Flickr) 

 

KEY FINDING A: Price as a Signaling Mechanism 

The inadequate and weak quality of commercial connections leads to price being perceived as a weapon, 
wielded by those in power to capture margins. In markets that are increasingly more competitive, inclusive, 
and resilient, price is a market signal that conveys important information to which market actors can 
respond. For example, very high prices and high margins would signal a commercial opportunity and would 
thus catalyze more internal and external investment in increased productivity. However, if the underlying 
conditions in the marketplace convey that price is not a true reflection of the value (i.e., because market 
actors perceive price is a tool to be manipulated), then market actors respond in ways that often make the 
underlying conditions worse. If the market system is to be competitive, it is essential that price evolves 
into an effective signaling mechanism for the market to function so as to benefit both producers 
and buyers over the long term.  

 
There is strong evidence to suggest that mango price is driven by large market actors, traders, or cartels, 
mainly aiming to capture extra margins from producers – a practice that is increasing farmer vulnerability. 
Most producers (59%) surveyed agree that they are the most vulnerable market actors in the mango market 
system. This finding is likely related to the perception of power and price, despite processors offering 
mutually beneficial business partnerships. Even in periods of low mango supply, when market power shifts to 
farmers, that power is used to maximize their immediate cash return by shortsighted sales strategies of selling 
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to whichever market actor is offering the highest price, regardless of prior supply agreements.  
 

Figure vii : Considerations of various types of producers while negotiating with an off-taker 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Mango farmers perceive that they are in an adversarial relationship with buyers, suggesting challenges related 
to both connectivity and power as defined above. There is no effort or time invested in building long-term 
relations and thus, as Figure vii shows, the top considerations while negotiating with off takers is reputation with other 
traders and the per unit margin, followed by price and volume. 
 
The transactional, short-sighted nature of relationships limits information flows.  Over time, limited 
information shared among market actors related to risks, threats and opportunities also limits how the system 
might diversify in ways that add value. 
 
The assessment found that the mango market system was not adapting (i.e., changing patterns related to 
connectivity, power diversity, cooperation, competition, etc.) in response to key signals in the market system. 
Market signals like customer preferences, segmentation in customer patterns and price changes all 
indicate emerging and closing opportunities for market actors. In the mango market, there is little 
evidence of any actions based on such information. More specifically, data from the in-depth interviews 
and focus groups pointed to very few segmented market channels. If market actors were responsive to market 
signals, then one would expect to see segmentation emerging as a result of demand forces observed among 
export markets. This trend is further discussed under Key Finding 3.4. 
 
Additionally, in market systems moving toward greater competitiveness, the quality of connections is more 
important than the number of connections that a market player may have. If market actors are trading with 
the sole intention of attaining the best margin, then they are not investing in building long-term sustainable 
relationships. This was also evident from this research. The majority of producers agreed that they would 
rather be selling to the off-taker offering the highest price each season. 
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KEY FINDING B: Government Processing Plant Hinders Future Private Investment 

Kalamba processing plant in Makueni is meant to be a flagship project aimed at value addition of locally 
produced mango. Partly in response to a history of challenges within the mango market system, the 
Kenyan government invested directly in this processing plant. Unfortunately, the plant does not address 
the root causes of the misalignment between production and consumption associated with the short-term, 
transactional orientation of market actors. The transactional nature embedded in the system devalues 
longer-term investments like processing plants, cooling, storage, and ripening chambers. Additionally, this 
single plant is not sufficient  to overcome the perceived risks and lack of trust described above.  It also 
seems that the government’s investment is leading to increasing uncertainty by muddling the role of 
government in a market system.   

 
The government’s primary objective of the Kalamba processing plant was to reduce volatility and improve 
overall competitiveness. However, the research, and systems theory suggests that the plant is unlikely to have 
a significant positive effect on connectivity, power dynamics, cooperation, competition, and business 
strategies. It is, in fact, likely having the opposite effect. To illustrate, the plant is not improving the flow of 
information on customer preferences, price changes, or new market opportunities; rather, market actors, 
especially farmers, instead rely heavily on information from family networks, neighbors, and the local brokers. 
And yet, farmers do not necessarily consider their sources of information, especially from brokers, as honest 
and reliable. During the research, respondents were asked about the level of honesty and transparency that 
they experience when dealing with brokers. On a scale of 1-10 with one meaning not honest or transparent at 
all, the majority of the respondents recorded a trust level between one and five. 
 
Initially, the government may have had good intentions when investing in a plant. However, the 
government’s ownership interest in a commercial function like a processing plant presents potential serious 
risks to any other market actor that might want to invest. The government investment, therefore, has a 
dampening effect on private investment.  
 
A lack of investment in processing indicates a short-term transactional business strategy that seems to have 
emerged as a response to repeated occurrences of unsold and unconsumed harvest rotting. Simultaneously, 
the unplanned nature of the processing plant in Kalamba is evidenced by the lack of the required support 
structure for cooling and below-capacity storage facilities.  
 

“Sometimes there is a shock especially when there is overproduction and there are no buyers. Mangoes 
ripen at the same time and the market cannot absorb all the mangoes at that time. The marketing period is 
short. The biggest challenge is that the broker can send someone to come and pluck the mangoes and 
when they come to collect them, the buyer selects some of the plucked mangoes and leaves the rest which 
go to waste.” 
Farm Shop retailer, Makueni 
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KEY FINDING C: Wielding of Power to Capture Unfair Margins 

Within the mango market system, cartels have emerged and are wielding power to capture unfair margins. 
For the market system to become increasingly competitive, inclusive, and resilient, it is important to reward 
firms that wield power to grow the overall system based on the value the firm delivers to end consumers, 
including export and domestic consumers. Equally important is a competitive landscape that sanctions 
market actors that wield power, as cartels do, to manipulate prices and apply zero-sum negotiation tactics.   

 
The prevalence of cartels is a clear sign that power is being wielded to capture unfair margins. Cartels form 
and take advantage of the unequal and non-transparent application of policies, which is a sign that the rule of 
law is weak and insufficient. Like cooperation, competition is also driven more by how power is wielded to 
gain an unfair advantage, as opposed to wielding power to deliver shared value. Market actors with power 
cooperate, but not in a way that promotes the growth of the market system. They are instead colluding to 
capture margins. The research indicated that smallholder farmers find unfair negotiation by brokers and 
power being wielded by brokers as the top situations that make farmers feel the most vulnerable. 
 

KEY FINDING D: Lost Opportunity in Niche or Export Markets  

Actors along the supply chain indicate an overall lack of confidence in other market actors, which has 
manifested in an unwillingness to adhere to agreements, respond to pest challenges, invest in key functions, 
or cooperate around important emergent opportunities. Typically, market systems tend to start a change 
process that improves this confidence and addresses trust challenges via niche or export opportunities. 
Such end market opportunities provide the commercial incentives that can overcome perceived risks, 
catalyzing market actors to engage each other in ways that are more mutually beneficial. However, in 
Makueni, lead firms that are interested in niche and export opportunities for mango have been unable to 
effectively organize their supply chain in ways that demonstrates the benefits of building longer-term 
mutually beneficial commercial relationships. 

 
The potential for Kenya to emerge as internationally competitive in mangoes is clear, as many actors 
interviewed expressed this potential. At the same time, market actors interested in building an effective supply 
chain that can consistently meet niche or export quality and volume requirements indicated that inconsistent 
production, lack of adherence to agreements, and poor pest management, make such efforts close to 
impossible. While lead firms indicate that the challenge is at the production function, the research suggests 
the issues are more systemic, as there seems to be no correlation between price and adherence to grades and 
standards at the farmer level. Mangos tend to be aggregated and priced based on the lowest grade close to the 
farmer, resulting in farmers seeing no incentive for increased effort to improve quality. At the same time, 
grading does happen as the crop gets closer to the end-market. Some actors in the system realize the 
commercial value of grading and sorting. The combination of misperceptions and misalignments has made 
the critically important initial stage of change via more directed or structured channels that can compete for 
niche and export markets difficult to form. 
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Maybe the starkest example of the effects from these misperceptions and misalignments is the inability of the 
system to effectively respond to the emergence of the fruit-fly infestation. Smallholder producers, commercial 
producers, as well as petty traders have reported the fruit fly as one of the top three shocks, as shown in 
figure viii, and have made some kind of investment in pest control in the last harvest season. While evidence 
exists of individual action in response to the threat, there is little evidence of cooperation around the threat or 
of individual actions having a positive effect at an industry level.  
 

Figure viii : Most frequent shocks according to market actor category 
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Fruit fly traps are known to be a heavy investment. While all of the producers interviewed have made the 
purchase, there is no clear consensus around ultimate effects of not cooperating with other producers. An 
effective market system would have responded with various investments in education and getting traps to 
farmers, and rewarding/sanctioning incentives to push adoption. The lack of a clear and effective response 
indicates the short-term trader orientation of the system is increasing the overall system’s fragility.   
 

Figure ix: Perceptions according to market actor categories on the willingness to invest in  
fruit fly traps in the absence of cooperation between producers. 

 
 
With a (less or non)-competitive market, producers and processors don't feel the need to introduce 
innovative products or forms of production. Participants in the focus group discussions  
mentioned multiple times the need for awareness around the quality expected by off-takers and finding ways 
to link the farmer who surpasses the quality expectation with an appropriate market actor. 
 

“Because the quality here that is produced isn’t what the big processors need. There is a lot of supply of 
mangoes in Makueni county and there is no proper market channel to use to ensure their good quality 
produce gets a good market. There was a time as a supplier that I wasn't getting mangoes of the right 
quality. If there can be a strategy on how the processor and the farmer can be linked.” 
Mango trader, Makueni 
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THEMATIC AREA 2: LACK OF TRUST 
––– 

 
Photo Credit: V. Atakos (CCAFS) 

 

KEY FINDING A: Lack of Adherence to Contracts and Resolution 

There tends to be a short-term, transactional nature of relationships within the mango market system, 
characterized by parties utilizing zero-sum tactics translating into repeated cases of contract deviation. As a 
result, market actors believe that they are better off selling to the highest off-taker rather than building a 
long-term commercial connection with another market actor. Further, rule of law is weak and does not 
protect the vulnerable market actors, and informal conflict resolution mechanisms are preferred. 

 
Knowledge around contracts between buyers and smallholder farmers in mango is thin. For those farmers 
who do enter into contracts, only the more powerful party between the two actors has the power to enforce 
the contract, as indicated in Figure xii. Non-adherence to contracts is common on the part of both parties – 
buyer and farmer. This is further supported by the findings shown in Figure xii, that contracts are not 
enforced. Forward buying contracts are often breached by producers due to a consistent need for fast cash. It 
is also the case that for another large section of producers, there is a lack of knowledge around how contracts 
work, how and where they should be registered, and which party can ensure the enforcements of these 
contracts. There is a general lack of awareness around registering contracts and how to hold a deviating party 
accountable.  
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Figure x: Market actors’ opinions on who is most likely to enforce contracts 

 
 

When contracts are not enforced and resolution is required, informal community-level mechanisms are 
preferred over formal or political system-level solutions. At best, any disputes in the mango market system 
might get reported to agriculture officers, but they hardly ever get resolved. This reality further undermines 
cooperation between market actors. This, combined with instances of contract deviation, is also a strong 
indicator as to why price is the main driver for decisions in this market system. Market actors don’t have the 
confidence to think or invest long term. Instead, they seek to capture maximum margin in the current 
moment. Additionally, the rule of law is not regarded as fair or equal by most respondents. 
 

“Brokers come and pretend they have the contracts, but some of them are not legal. Those who have the 
contracts are in control of everything-farmer has no say.” 
Value Chain Expert, Makueni 
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Figure xi : Market actors’ perceptions on the fairness around enforcing regulations 

 
 
 

“There are cases where an off-taker gets into contract with the farmer, but when mangoes are harvested, 
another bidder comes with a slightly higher price and the farmer ends up selling to the highest bidder, so 
the off-taker who had a contract with the farmer does not get the produce. Some of the farmers are not 
aware of the procedure to enter into contracts. I think if there is contracting, there will be a lot of reduction 
in losses of produce. A lot also needs to be done on the side of farmers, they need to be trained on the 
legal requirements for contracting.” 
County government representative, Makueni  
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5. IMPLICATIONS FOR USAID/KENYA AND EAST AFRICA 
PROGRAMMING  

The findings from the application of the MSR Framework in the two different geographic regions in Kenya 
and with two different types of crops/commodities demonstrates the importance of USAID/ Kenya and 
East Africa and its Implementing Partners considering and designing context-specific programs. Livestock in 
Isiolo are part of the social fabric of the region in addition to being a source of economic activity, with larger 
livestock (cows and camels) being used as long-term assets and smaller livestock (goats and sheep) being used 
for cash liquidity. Mango in Makueni, on the other hand, is primarily a new cash crop that is produced purely 
for commercial purposes to generate income. Given these very different contexts, it is understandable that 
the key findings and emerging themes identified in each of these two cases will be slightly different. 

 Taken together, these two case studies indicate that market systems change; formal safety nets and 
emergency response mechanisms; and layering of different program impacts are areas for 
consideration for USAID programming to achieve greater market systems and community resilience. 

5.1 MARKET SYSTEMS CHANGE PROGRAMMING CONSIDERATIONS 

Several programming considerations related to market systems change have been highlighted by the MSR 
research as follows: 

5.1.1 UNDERSTAND THE ROLE THAT ASSETS PLAY IN THE COMMUNITY 

The MSR framework research highlights that the nature of a commercial activity and its role in the social 
fabric of a community affects how people engage in market activities. In Isiolo, communities are struggling to 
shift from informal social communal coping mechanisms towards greater reliance on financial assets as a way 
to manage risks. While more liquid tools, such as cash and other financial assets, would have advantages over 
using cattle as a form of savings, shifting to cash disrupts the important social connections and communal 
responsibilities associated with cattle. This insight suggests that it is important to understand the role that an 
asset, such as livestock or crop, is playing in the community. 

5.1.2 FOCUS ON SECTORS THAT ARE MORE COMMERCIALLY-ORIENTATED 

Building on the insight that it is important to understand the role that livestock or crops are playing in a 
community, it is better to focus market systems interventions, at least initially, on sectors that are viewed as 
commercial in that particular context. In more concrete terms, when designing market systems programs in 
the north of Kenya, it is strategic to focus on sectors that already have a more commercial orientation, like 
goats, sheep or agro-pastoralists, and less on cattle. Starting with more commercially grounded market 
systems may be more effective attractors, signaling to the community that income-generating activities can 
improve how they are able to manage shocks and stresses. When farmers begin shifting to commercializing 
cattle and camel products (i.e., milk), programming can shift to support such emerging changes. 

5.1.3 SUPPORT THE BUILDING OF TRUSTED COMMERCIAL RELATIONSHIPS BY 
ALIGNING COMMERCIAL INCENTIVES 

The mango market system in Makueni, in contrast to livestock in Isiolo, has a stronger commercial grounding 
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compared to livestock in Isiolo. However, in this instance market actors push short-term returns often at the 
cost of longer-term growth and competitiveness of the system. From an MSR perspective, while mango 
market actors are more reliant on financial resources to manage risks related to shocks and stresses, they 
perceive their position as fragile. This results in these market actors tending to make decisions based on 
short-term transactional needs instead of building future wealth. The perceived fragility stems from a lack of 
rule of law; power dynamics that extract unfair margins from the less powerful along the whole value chain; 
and the overall perspective that the general system is highly risky and the formal social safety net, emergency 
response, enforcement mechanisms, and dispute resolution mechanisms are not adequately fair, transparent, 
or reliable. 

In this context, USAID programs should focus on building trust within the market system by aligning 
commercial incentives. For example, promoting niche market channels that typically have higher margins tied 
to the quality of products will encourage market actors to invest in more trusted, reliable supplier 
relationships. Another opportunity to strengthen the mango market system is in the open spot markets. Much 
of the mango crop is aggregated through open/spot markets. There are important lessons from Oldonyro, 
Kenya where support from USAID’S Kenya Livestock Market Systems activity encouraged a stakeholder 
processes that catalyzed changes in the operations of its open/spot market. Developing norms, quality 
standards, and transparent pricing could mitigate the zero-sum negotiating tactics that are reinforcing the lack 
of trust in mango commercial connections. 

While the contexts are different, both cases indicate that USAID/ Kenya and East Africa and its 
Implementing Partners could focus on market systems programming that builds trusted commercial 
relationships to increase competitiveness, inclusivity, and resilience in market systems. 

5.1.4 SUPPORT INCREASED DIVERSITY OF PRODUCTS TO INCREASE 
COMPETITIVENESS, INCLUSIVITY, AND RESILIENCE 

Again, while the contexts are different, both cases indicate that USAID could focus on market systems 
programming that increases diversity to increase competitiveness, inclusivity, and resilience in market 
systems. 

Supporting communities to diversify market systems and sources of economic growth could also generate 
additional financial wealth without disrupting the underlying informal social safety net associated, in Isiolo for 
example, with cattle. 

There are a number of ways that USAID Kenya and East Africa can promote diversification of commercial 
activity to promote resilience of market systems: 

● Expanding the customer base by growing new market channels in different geographic regions 
● Introducing additional or different commercial products appropriate to the region 
● Developing value added products from the raw materials being produced 
● Diversifying sources of wealth through migration and remittances 

5.1.5 CHANGE THE ORIENTATION OF INPUT SUPPLY INTERVENTIONS FROM BEING 
CROP-SPECIFIC TO INPUTS DISTRIBUTION MORE BROADLY 

USAID programming could change the orientation of input supply interventions, moving away from 
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focusing on the inputs needed for a specific crop or product and to focusing on the inputs distribution 
system as a market system unto itself. For example, this could include: 

● Encourage input supplier growth based on a loyal customer base that can expand commercial 
activities into new products or geographies in more rural, underserved parts of Kenya 

● Strengthen input suppliers’ customer orientation in areas such as: 
○ Educating/communicating customers about production practices 
○ Capturing and providing customer feedback 
○ Improving efficiencies by aggregating demand/customer voice 
○ Capturing customer data that they can use to advocate for farmers related to products, and 

price points 
○ Improving merchandising and customer/farmer experience 
○ Improving inventory management, especially in ways that leverages scale efficiencies 

● Strengthen larger input suppliers in Kenya to apply a performance-based retail distribution 
management scheme so they build alliances with growth- and customer-oriented firms. 

● Improving supply chain management of larger agricultural buyers in Kenya to focus on: 
○ Quality assurance and reliability of supply 
○ Cooperating with producers to increase their willingness to invest in production through 

incentives based on clear performance criteria such as quantity, quality, and adherence to 
agreements, 

○ emergence of co-branding with communities based on geographic/community 
characteristics. 

In addition to the recommendations above that flow directly from the research findings in Isiolo and 
Makueni, USAID could consider additional programming that would strengthen the ecosystem supporting 
the target market systems. For example, programs could: 

● Encourage entrepreneurship to diversify commercial activities and support more resilient and 
inclusive economic growth. 

● Develop innovations and mechanisms to share risks. 
● Encourage a more diversified set of financial services including supply chain finance and alternative 

terms of payment, as well as promote private capital to become an increasingly more important 
source of finance for entrepreneurs, SMEs, etc. 

● Encourage the emergence of important support services such as marketing, business consulting, ICT, 
livestock/crop specific technologies as dynamic market systems in their own right to create a positive 
virtuous feedback loop that quickens the pace of greater competitiveness, inclusivity and resilience.   

5.2 FORMAL SOCIAL SAFETY NETS AND EMERGENCY RESPONSE 
SERVICES PROGRAMMING CONSIDERATIONS 

The MSR framework research highlights that a community or society’s ability to manage risks related to 
shocks and threats through access to relevant, accessible and quality social safety nets and emergency 
response services directly affects how people engage in market activities – and the amount of risk they feel 
comfortable investing in. 

In livestock-raising communities in Isiolo, the communities seem to be struggling to adapt their risk 
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management strategies in light of the perception that emerging formal social safety nets and emergency 
response services are unreliable. Also, local government is perceived to be implementing formal social safety 
nets/emergency response services on behalf of special interests rather than on behalf of the whole 
community.   

Mango-growing communities in Makueni also perceive local government as unreliable and favoring the 
powerful. However, these communities are further along in their transition to managing risks via financial 
assets.  As a result, they are less vulnerable to or reliant on informal communal social safety net mechanisms.  
At the same time, market actors, including farmers, engage in market activities with an intent to capture as 
much margin as possible, as soon as possible, to manage risks without a longer-term growth mindset. This 
leads to unfair power dynamics. 

In both cases, Isiolo and Makueni could benefit from having reliable and fair formal social safety net and 
emergency response services. In Isiolo, a formal social safety net and emergency response services could ease 
the transition to managing risk with financial assets by reducing reliance on informal coping mechanisms that 
are already faltering under the onslaught of shock and stress. In both Isiolo and Makueni, more reliable 
formal social safety net and emergency response services could reduce the pressure on market actors to act in 
short-term and extractive ways. Market actors would be likely to rethink their risk appetite and time-line for 
returns which could lead to greater competitiveness, inclusivity and resilience within the system.    

USAID programming could focus on supporting the emergence of fair and stable formal local social safety 
net and emergency response services. Specifically, USAID could consider programming to achieve the 
following: 

5.2.1 EMERGENCE OF FORMAL, RELIABLE AND FAIR SOCIAL SAFETY NET AND 
EMERGENCY RESPONSE SERVICES 

USAID/ Kenya and East Africa could consider programming to encourage the emergence of formal, reliable 
and fair social safety net and emergency response services, that can: 

● Spread risks out across a much larger population through the Kenyan government acting like an 
insurance and removing much of the burden that is placed on individual communities. 

● Reduce the heavy reliance on informal coping mechanisms that are struggling to maintain their 
effectiveness, especially in Isiolo, as shocks and stresses become more recurrent and severe. 

● Improve access to effective coping mechanisms by providing an alternative to informal services that 
are often based on social norms, such as social structures around ethnicity, social hierarchy, or gender 
norms, which can result in unfair or uneven access. 

5.2.2 MANAGEMENT OF RISKS VIA FINANCIAL ASSETS, INCOME AND WEALTH 

USAID/ Kenya and East Africa could consider programming to ease the transition for communities and 
market actors to manage more of their risks via financial assets, income and wealth, and can thereby: 

● Shift away from power dynamics related to both central and local government patronage. 
● Use cash as the primary form of social safety net or response service. 
● Use technology to limit inefficiencies and allow for greater access. 
● Build up or leverage the market system’s capacity, so that cash can solve most immediate challenges 
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through more efficient commercial supply chain processes. 
● Increase the attractiveness of commercial relationships, especially relationships that cross identity 

barriers such as social hierarchy, ethnicity, gender, and age. 

5.3. PROGRAMMATIC LAYERING & COORDINATION CONSIDERATIONS 

USAID/Kenya and East Africa is mid-way through execution of a robust and ambitious five-year Kenya 
Country Development Cooperation Strategy (CDCS) that states: “USAID/Kenya’s 2025 goal is that Kenya’s 
competitive private sector, resilient communities and civil society organizations, and citizen-responsive public 
sector better collaborate to drive inclusive growth and well-being for Kenya’s self-reliance.” The strategy 
incorporates development objectives focusing on Systems, Resilience, Economy, and Region. Each of the 
intermediate results contributes to the overarching resilience of the country. Moreover, each intermediate 
result directly relates in some way to the findings of the Market Resilience Framework research conducted on 
the livestock sector in Isiolo and the mango supply chain in Makueni. 

5.3.1 PROGRAMMATIC LAYERING 

This range of objectives and initiatives provides an opportunity to layer different program activities that are 
designed to work on complementary elements of a market system. For example, USAID’s effort to work with 
the most poor and vulnerable populations, and their market interactions, has a strong subsistence or short-
term focus, which makes sense given the more immediate risks facing these vulnerable populations. USAID 
also works with other activities that focus on market system growth that tend to work with larger market 
actors and regions that often have more evolved market systems. As a starting point, it could be useful to 
establish a baseline of understanding around the evolution of market systems that could include the following 
foundational thinking:    

● Market systems tend to evolve based on the most attractive next opportunity – so it is 
unlikely that market systems or specific market actors are going to jump to the most difficult 
path for growth. That is to say, strategies that aim to see market systems engage or incorporate the 
most vulnerable populations often have to start with strategies that engage other more commercial 
areas first.  

 

● As market systems evolve, quirks of geography, microclimates, or isolation that were once a 
driving force for vulnerability can become a competitive advantage. For example, growing 
hybrid seeds is better in more isolated areas. Interaction and CLA around emerging opportunities 
and how they fit, can therefore change a location from a costly to a high returning opportunity. 

 
● Typically, the most compelling commercial opportunity that will encourage market systems to 

engage and develop mutually beneficial relationships with more rural or vulnerable 
populations, do not include basic commodity crops or any one single crop. Therefore, how a 
project is framed will often guide how it adapts. For example, it may make more sense to reframe 
objectives related to building effective commercial relationships that quicken the pace over a range of 
market systems to see value in rural and vulnerable populations; as opposed to more narrowly 
focusing on product-defined systems. 
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5.3.2 PROGRAMMATIC COORDINATION & OVERSIGHT TO IMPROVE LAYERING 

Accountability and coordinated evaluation of USAID Activities creates incentives that can be harnessed to 
improve layering. Some specific examples of where changes in oversight could improve layering, include:  

● Technical strategy and tactics:  Activities could be assessed based on the application of good 
market systems practices in USAID/ Kenya and East Africa’s Activities, that include facilitation, 
learning, and adaptation. Assessments should focus on systemic change, amplifying, and leveraging 
internal systemic change processes, and opportunities to reinforce them.  
 

● CLA at a portfolio level:  Activities should be assessed based on their contribution to the catalytic 
change objectives as defined at USAID/Kenya and East Africa’s portfolio level. These would include 
teamwork, shared learning, and shared implementation.    

 
● Shared performance metrics: USAID/Kenya and East Africa could encourage the use of shared 

metrics that include measurement processes that are wrapped into joint evaluations and assessments 
that cut across layered Activities. Experience suggests that including more joint systemic metrics, like 
the influence from end-consumers on market systems or improvements to the competitive landscape 
in favor of value addition, can encourage more effective CLA between USAID’s Activities.   

5.3.3 PROGRAMMATIC LAYERING & SEQUENCING 

There are some important levers that USAID/Kenya and East Africa could consider to improve outcomes 
from layering, by considering both layering and sequencing. These include: 

● Create geographic overlap that allows for USAID’s market systems Activities to engage the 
market system in geographic areas where momentum for change emerges. This is often not in 
the same geographies where the rural communities actually live, even though these changes directly 
affect their communities.   
 

● Generate market systems boundaries that create multiple paths for improved structural and 
behavioral elements of systemic resilience. While market systems approaches have evolved with 
an assumption that boundaries should be crop-focused, increasingly, systems-thinking approaches are 
shifting to think differently about boundaries, including greater consideration being placed on 
relational considerations. For example:  

 
○ Shift away from a crop-specific boundary to a wider category, like from seeds towards 

retailing all inputs, or from tomatoes towards horticulture supply chains.  
 

○ Shift away from a crop-specific boundary to a place-based boundary that incorporates 
a full year’s rotation of crops and related value addition activities. 
 

○ Shift away from function-specific boundaries that focus, for example, only on processing 
or farming. These function-specific boundaries for USAID Activities can run counter to 
what MSR would suggest is more central, which is the relationships that connect and bind 
the functions together, as opposed to inadvertently reinforcing an adversarial trading 



 42     |     Resilience Measurement of Market Systems in Kenya - Analysis & Key Findings 

perception that guides market actors.   
 

○ Shift away from a commodity crop where many people are involved, but margins 
require scale efficiencies, to a higher-value crop that has more compelling commercial 
incentives in favor of relationship building.  

 
● Apply systems thinking approaches that are specifically designed to maximize internal 

change processes that lead to ongoing change. Especially, in regard to layering and sequencing, 
market systems approaches should focus on maximizing the positive effects that grow over time or 
that increase the impact of layering and sequencing of USAID Activities.  
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