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Abstract 

This paper gives an overview of guidelines and manuals for value chain analysis in agriculture and forestry. The 
publications were compiled through web search using key words such as value chain manuals, value chain guidelines, 
value chain handbooks. Information was also gathered by requesting key informants to provide any guidelines they 
knew of. The value chain concept has been applied in different ways by different organizations. Thus, this paper 
starts by reviewing the commonalities and differences in the definition of value chain and other relevant terms. 
Four stages of value chain analysis are described: appraisal, design, implementation and monitoring and evaluation. 
It then lists 32 guidelines and manuals, breaking them into four groups: (1) those that deal with all four stages of 
value chain analysis, (2) those focusing on the first two stages, appraisal and design, (3) those that focus on forest 
products, and (4) those examining special topics cutting across the other guidelines such as collective marketing, 
farmer-trader relations or gender analysis. For each guideline or manual, there is a brief overview of the contents, 
the specific survey instruments, case studies and the web address or other means of accessing it. Future work should 
include a more detailed analysis of the approaches and methods used in the different manuals and their strengths 
and weaknesses.
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Most poverty reduction strategies in developing countries 
are predicated on improving agricultural production 
and promoting market access and integration of 
smallholder producers in formal market exchange. 
Research has shown at both conceptual and empirical 
levels the potential benefits of such a market-driven 
perspective (Barrett 2008). Development practitioners 
make extensive use of the value chain concept for the 
design of market-driven rural development projects and 
strategies. It is also widely used by researchers, as shown 
by the increasing number of publications (Fasse et al 
2009). There is a tremendous interest in learning about 
marketing and value chain analysis and a great number 
of publications are available. However, the large number 
of manuals and guidelines can be confusing due to 
differing objectives, a lack of guidance on which to use in 
a particular situation and the inconsistent use of concepts 
and terms. So far, no overview of these is available. This 
paper aims to provide an overview of available manuals 
and guidelines on value chain analysis for agricultural 
and forest products for field staff of development and 
research organizations. The aim is to help users identify 
the manual(s) most suitable for their own needs and 
circumstances. Private sector analysts and educators may 
also find this overview useful. 

Kaplinsky and Morris (2002) define a value chain as 
the full range of activities which are required to bring 
a product or service from conception, through the 
different phases of production, transformation and 
delivery to final consumers, and eventual disposal after 
use. In Kaplinsky and Morris’ approach, value chain 
analysis seeks to characterize how chain activities are 
performed and to understand how value is created and 
shared among chain participants. 

In contrast, other definitions exist. For example, Hobbs 
et al (2000) defines the value chain as one particular 
form of the supply chain. In this approach, the supply 
chain refers to the entire vertical chain of activities: 
from production on the farm, through processing, 
distribution and retailing to the consumer – in other 
words – the entire spectrum, from gate to plate, 
regardless of how it is organized or how it functions. 
Hobbs’ definition of supply chain is thus similar to 
Kaplinsky and Morris’ definition of value chain. Hobbs 
et al defines the value chain as a vertical alliance or 
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strategic network between a number of independent 
business organizations within a supply chain. Thus, 
rather than value creation and sharing, emphasis is 
placed on the permanence of linkages among chain 
actors.

Further, value chain analysis can be viewed in a 
narrow or broad sense (van den Berg et al 2009). In 
the narrow meaning, a value chain focuses on a single 
firm and includes the conception and design stage; 
the acquisition of inputs; production, marketing and 
distribution activities; and the performance of after-
sale services. The broad approach to value chains looks 
across enterprises at the range of activities implemented 
by various actors to bring a raw material to the final 
product. The broad value chain approach starts from 
the production system of the raw materials used to 
produce a product. It also includes linkages with other 
actors engaged in activities such as trading, assembling, 
processing and providing business development services 
such as credit and market information. The broad 
approach also comprises all backward and forward 
linkages, up to the level in which the raw material 
produced is linked to the final consumers (van den 
Berg et al 2009).

More recently, the concept of value chain analysis 
seems to have become synonymous to market 
analysis in general by also including aspects of the 
horizontal1analysis of a set of specific actors at one 
stage of the chain and the role of policies, institutions 
and laws in shaping markets. Often, the terms ‘supply 
chain’ and ‘value chain’ are used interchangeably. 

The remaining sections are organized as follows. 
First, the methods used to assemble the manuals and 
guidelines are presented, then the history of the value 
chain and related concepts are discussed. For each 
manual or guideline, a brief overview of its contents, 
the methods used to gather evidence, data collection 
instruments, case studies and the web address or other 
means of accessing it are presented. 

 1 ‘Horizontal’ relationships refer to ones among actors at a particular stage of the chain such as in retailing. In contrast, ‘vertical’ relationships 
are those between actors at different stages of the chain, such as one among producers, wholesalers and retailers.
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Thirty-two manuals and guidelines were gathered 
through a web search using Google and Google Scholar. 
Key words used in the search were value chain manuals, 
value chain guidelines, guidelines for market chain 
analysis and value chain handbooks. The manuals 
selected mainly targeted researchers and development 
practitioners working with small farmers and traders 
to improve their incomes through market-driven 
enterprises. Other manuals were identified by sending 
out requests to key informants. Certain manuals on 
market analysis that had not used the term ‘value chain 
analysis’, were also included, such as ones on rapid 

market appraisal (RMA), which is an iterative and 
interactive research methodology used to understand 
complex market systems in a short time (Joss et al 2002). 
RMA is a key element of many value chain analyses. 
Also included were volumes of case studies of value chain 
analysis in which tools and guidelines were discussed. 

There may be other relevant manuals and guidelines that 
have been left out because they could not be accessed 
using electronic search engines. The authors appreciate 
suggestions from readers on manuals and guidelines that 
should be included in future versions of this paper. 

Figure 1: Porter’s generic value chain

Source: Roduner 2004

Methods

History of value chains

The value chain concept is a systems approach that 
evolved over time drawing from different disciplines (da 
Silva and de Souza Filho 2007). The scientific discussion 
about the vertical integration of production and 
distribution processes started in the 1960s. The ‘filière’ 
concept was developed at the French Institut National de 
la Recherche Agronomique (INRA) and the Centre de 
Coopération Internationale en Recherche Agronomique 
pour le Développement (CIRAD) as an analytical tool to 
study the ways in which agricultural production systems 
were organized in the context of developing countries. 

The framework paid special attention to how local 
production systems are linked to processing industry, 
trade, export and final consumption (van den Berg et 
al 2009). The concept was used to describe the flow of 
physical input and services in the production of a final 
product and in terms of its concern with quantitative 
technical relationships. However, ‘filière’ analysis tended 
to be viewed as having a static character, reflecting 
relations at a certain point in time. It did not indicate 
the growing or shrinking flows either of commodity or 
knowledge nor the rise and fall of actors (Roduner 2004). 

The concept of the sub-sector, first introduced by Shaffer 
(1970), was also an important conceptual development 
related to value chains. A sub-sector is “an interdependent 
array of organizations, resources, laws and institutions 
involved in producing, processing and distributing an 
agricultural commodity”. A sub-sector thus involves a 
set of activities and actors and the rules governing those 
activities (Staatz 1997). Sub-sector analysis encompasses 
a meaningful grouping of economic activities linked 
horizontally and vertically by market relationships. It 
involves studying the networks of relationships linking 
suppliers, processors, transporters and traders in ways 
that connect producers and enterprises with final 
consumers of goods and services.

In the mid 1980s, Porter developed the value chain 
analysis as an instrument for identifying the value of each 
step in the production process (Figure 1). The concept 
of value chain is utilized as a conceptual framework that 
enterprises can use to detect their sources of competitive 
advantage. Porter argued that the sources cannot be 
detected by looking at a firm as a whole; rather the firm 
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should be disaggregated in a series of activities. Porter 
identified (1) primary activities, which directly contribute 
to add value to the production of goods and service and 
(2) support activities, which have an indirect effect on 
the final value of the product (van den Berg et al 2009). 
The primary activities are: inbound logistics, operations, 
outbound logistics, marketing and sales and services. 
The goal of these activities is to offer the customer a level 
of value that exceeds the cost of the activities thereby 
resulting in a profit margin (Roduner 2004). 

Porter introduced the ‘value system’ as an alternative 
way of approaching the search of competitive advantage. 
A value system includes the activities implemented 
by all the firms involved in the production of a good 
or service, starting from basic raw materials to those 
engaged in the delivery to the final consumers. The 
concept of value system is therefore broader compared 
to the one of ‘enterprise value chain’ (van den Berg et 
al 2009). However, in Porter’s framework, the concept 
of value system is mostly a tool for assisting executive 
management in strategic decisions. The value chain 
analysis, according to Porter’s approach, is therefore 
restricted to the firm level neglecting the analysis of 
upstream or downstream activities beyond the company 
(Fasse et al 2009).

A third concept, the “Global Commodity Chain 
(GCC),” was introduced in the mid 1990s by Gereffi 
and others. Gereffi et al (2005) utilized the framework 
of value chain to examine the ways in which firms 

and countries are globally integrated and to assess the 
determinants of global income distribution. GCC focuses 
on the power relations in the coordination of globally 
dispersed, but linked production systems. Gereffi shows 
that commodity chains are generally characterized by 
a leading party or parties that determine the overall 
character of the chain. Gereffi established four core 
elements: (a) input-output structure, (b) territorial 
(international) structure, (c) institutional framework, and 
(d) governance structure (Kaplinsky and Morris 2002). 
The focus was set on governance referring to institutional 
mechanisms and inter-firm relationships (Fasse et al 
2009). This concept has been applied in the area of 
quality assurance procedures such as in coffee, e.g. Ponte 
(2002).

Based on Gereffi’s GCC, Messner (2002) developed 
the concept of the world economic triangle. Messner’s 
concept is based on the assumption that actors, 
governance and regulation systems determine the scope 
of action open to the regions in the global commodity 
chains. He determines six critical aspects in an economic 
triangle as; actor constellations, interests, power 
structures, situational mindsets, action orientation and 
trust. This approach focuses on upgrading entire regions 
or clusters through their integration into chains. Thus 
the economic triangle theory links horizontal (cluster 
development) and vertical approaches (value chain) 
(Roduner 2004). The global commodity chain concept 
has also been further developed into the Global Value 
Chain Concept reflecting a more dynamic view of chain 
governance (Sturgeon 2008, Gereffi et al 2005). 
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Various guidelines (also known as manuals or handbooks) 
exist for carrying out value chain analysis. The guidelines 
cover four broad stages of value chain analysis (Figure 2):

•	 Appraisal of value chains and related information, 
e.g., choosing products, areas to work, and partners; 
conducting surveys to describe value chains and 
product sub-sectors; rapid market appraisals, and 
data analysis

•	 Design of interventions to improve value chain 
performances, including technologies, institutional 
innovations, and policies

•	 Implementation of interventions

•	 Monitoring and evaluation.

Figure 2: Stages of value chain analysis

Value chain analysis for designing and assessing 
development interventions – guidelines and manuals

Table 1 presents guidelines and models which focus 
on the agricultural and forest sector. The guidelines 
are divided into four groups. The first are general 
ones that present information on all four of the above 
stages. The second group deals only with the first 
two stages, appraisal and intervention design. These 
often focus on the kinds of surveys needed to develop 
an understanding of value chains and include rapid 
market appraisals. The third group includes guidelines 
that focus on a particular set of commodities, such as 
forest enterprises. The fourth group deals with special 
topics that are often neglected in other guidelines: 
collective marketing, gender analysis or farmer-trader 
relations. Where appropriate, collections of case studies 
to illustrate concepts and their applications have been 
included. 
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There is growing recognition of the relevance of 
value chain analysis concepts and their application 
in agriculture and forestry for market-led rural 
development strategies. The concepts are applicable 
across a wide range of products in the primary sector 
and therefore have great potential to help in developing 
rural enterprises and the rural economy. 

The guidelines and manuals follow similar steps 
in carrying out value chain analysis; some deal 
with all of them while others deal with only one or 
some. These are: appraisal of value chains (choosing 
products, mapping of chains, networks and systems), 
design of interventions (identifying opportunities), 
implementation of interventions and monitoring and 
evaluation (observing, monitoring and adapting). 
Though they follow similar steps, some of the 
handbooks do not explicitly mention the steps. The 
manuals also differ in the methodologies used for 
each step. For example, in the appraisal stage, some 
use participatory methodologies, e.g. Mayoux (2003), 
others use rapid market appraisals while others use 
more formal questionnaire surveys that involve 
household and key informant interviews 

The manuals and handbooks reviewed in this paper 
provide considerable room for contextual adjustment. 
In some instances, manuals and handbooks do 
not provide definitions (or provide only very loose 
ones) of terms and concepts used. This level of 
flexibility is useful for indepth analysis of a particular 
situation. However this is not suitable for cross-study 
comparisons. Due to this flexibility, the application of 
the manuals also depends on the analytical skills and 
expertise of the team that wants to carry out the value 
chain analysis.

Development practitioners can use the handbooks 
to improve development intervention strategies that 
address economic growth and poverty reduction. For 
development practitioners case-specific analysis is more 
applicable and if possible can be replicated in other 
regions.

For researchers, value chain approaches and analyses 
need to be combined with more analytical methods 
to go beyond case-specific conclusions and ensure 
comparability across sites and applications (e.g. 
Rich et al 2011). Rich et al (2011) have identified 
System Dynamics and Agent-Based models as two 
promising approaches for more quantitative analysis 
and understanding of value chains. Shiferaw et al 
(2008) provides a good example of precise definitions 
and their use for more quantitative analysis based on 
surveys. 

This overview is descriptive; it describes the manuals 
and guidelines in order to help readers identify which 
ones are most suited to their needs. Future work 
should expand more analytically on the approaches 
and methods used in the different manuals and 
their strengths and weaknesses. Ideally, the results of 
such analyses could help users to better understand 
the alternative methods available so as to choose 
appropriate modules from different manuals. The 
results could also help identify gaps in our knowledge 
of how to conduct value chain analysis for different 
purposes and in different contexts.

Summary and conclusions 
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