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Marketing Modernity: Smart Food in India and Eastern Africa

‘Smart Food’ is the brand name that ICRISAT has given to consumer products made from its mandate crops. These products include processed foods as well as cooked grains.  Launched in 2013, the Smart Food Initiative includes all five of ICRISAT’s mandate crops, but the initial focus has been on sorghum and millets. This case study focuses on Smart Food’s experience with millets in India and Eastern Africa (mainly Kenya and Tanzania). Finger millet (Eleusine coracana) is the most widely grown millet in Eastern Africa, while in India the most popular millets are pearl millet (Pennisetum glaucum), foxtail millet (Setaria italica) and minor millets (Paspalum scribiculatum and Panicum sumatrense).
The Smart Food initiative frames the ‘problem’ as one of consumer demand. “A major challenge we have with these foods is the image and lack of development of the value chain” (Kane-Potaka, 2019). Thus, the problem is defined as marketing (‘image’) and an under-performing value chain. It is not immediately clear why these two issues are treated separately - marketing is an integral part of value chain development. However, marketing has a leading role because Smart Food seeks to transform millets from a ‘poor man’s food’ into a ‘health food’. This new image is targeted at urban, middle-class consumers at risk from lifestyle diseases such as obesity and diabetes. In the language of marketing, Smart Food re-positions millets to meet the potential demand of a consumer segment that is growing rapidly and has formidable purchasing power.
From a historical perspective, therefore, Smart Food is another manifestation of marketing ‘modernity’. Asia’s Green Revolution in rice (‘modern varieties’) saw ‘the use of seeds to symbolize the arrival of modernity’ (Cullather, 2004). In Africa, bottled beer was marketed as ‘a badge of modernity’ (Willis, 2002). The same with maize. In Southern Africa, white maize was originally viewed as a ‘European food’ (McCann, 2005). In Malawi, maize was identified with progress, millets with the backward past (Bezner-Kerr, 2015). Smart Food attempts to reverse this historical process. The aim is to convert the ‘Big 3’ staple foods (rice, maize, and wheat) into the ‘Big 5’ by including millets and sorghum (Kane-Potaka, 2018). Millets are portrayed as a ‘lifestyle choice’. The focus is not on tastes but on aspirations. Smart Food is also marketed to attract to middle-class consumers in other ways, by appealing to global concerns about biodiversity and sustainability (‘good for the planet, ’good for the farmer’), as well as decreasing culinary diversity and the need to preserve ‘heritage’ threatened by ‘Western’ diets (Finnis, 2012). In India, this marketing has capitalised on the recent shift in food policy from self-sufficiency in food to a greater emphasis on nutrition (Pingali et. al., 2017). 
Alongside this focus on the middle class, the Smart Food Initiative also tries to raise the consumption of millets among rural populations. Here the aim is the familiar one of reducing malnutrition. Where this involves increasing home consumption among growers, no value chain is involved. However, value chain development is required to promote millets in school feeding programs.   
Description of models
The Smart Food initiative has four components: (1) scientific evidence for the concept of Smart Food (2) driving demand from consumers (3) ensuring that farmers benefit from Smart Food value chains, and  (4) filling knowledge gaps by catalysing further R&D (Kane-Potaka, 2018). Information is available on each of these components. However, this case study concentrates on component (2) of this bigger model. 
Driving demand
Demand for millets must be created, since consumption by urban, middle-class consumers has fallen over time. To create this demand, Smart Food has used the marketing model of the reality TV show. The format copied many features of popular cookery shows in developed countries (eg. Master Chef). The content combined entertainment and information. In Kenya, teams of contestants produced dishes using Smart Food ingredients. The results were judged by professional chefs. A voiceover by the presenter provided information on health benefits of specific Smart Foods (eg. during pregnancy). The successful team won scholarships to a prestigious cookery school. In 2017, the 13-episode show was broadcast on Kenya’s Television Network (KTN), which is a privately-owned, free to air network. In India, the reality show focused exclusively on millets, and involved 56 student chefs from 16 culinary institutes. The Smart Food Culinary Challenge was held at the M S Ramaiah University of Applied Sciences, Bangalore in 2018, and was part of Organics and Millet International Fair – 2019, an annual millet fair organized by the Government of Karnataka. Unlike in Kenya, the five-part series was not aired on national TV but is available on YouTube.
To popularise millets, Smart Food has also published cookery books with recipes developed by professional chefs (ICRISAT, 2016).  Like the reality TV shows, these books are targeted at middle-class women, since they are written in English and the recipes are based on international models (‘millet sushi’, ‘sorghum salad’) that project a ‘modern’ image for millets. In Kenya, ICRISAT partnered with Makerere University to develop new millet products for both urban and rural consumers.
To target rural women the Smart Food initiative has used a standard ‘home economics’ model. In Kenya, ICRISAT promoted finger millet in six counties (Busia, Siaya, Elgeyo Marakwet, Kitui, Makueni and Tharaka Nithi) as part of the Accelerated Value Chain Development (AVCD) project funded by Feed the Future. This involved partnerships with local government departments of Education, Health, and Agriculture, where trainers were trained in the nutritive value of Smart Food, who in turn trained community health volunteers. Workshops in healthy eating were held for more than 10,000 women, as well as participatory cooking classes for over 12,000 women farmers. These taught women how to cook various healthy dishes with millets, sorghum, and pigeonpea. The training sessions also covered hygienic cooking practices and energy-saving cooking methods. (https://foodtank.com/news/2018/06/empowering-kenyan-women-with-nutrition-education/)
ICRISAT has generated evidence on the nutritional benefits of Smart Food on school-feeding programs (Anitha et. al., 2020; Wangari et. al., 2020). In Tanzania, action research replaced the normal school diet of maize porridge and beans with a new diet porridge made from finger millet accompanied by pigeonpea. The new menu was followed for 15 months. Results showed that children had a more positive image of both crops and wished them to continue as school meals. Most students wanted to eat finger millet porridge every day. This was not a treatment-control experiment that measured changes in nutrition. However, finger millet increased the intake of calcium while pigeonpea increased that of protein (Wangari et. al., 2020).
Developing the value chain
Both India and Eastern Africa already have established value chains for millets producing a wide range of flours. Processors have identified inconsistent supply as a major barrier to commercialization (Schipmann-Schwarze et. al., 2015). ICRISAT’s direct involvement in developing the value chain for millets has therefore focused on the supply side, either on production or on commercialisation. For production, the focus has been on seed systems and the model for millets has been Small Seed Packs (SSPs) (Audi et al., 2016). For commercialisation, ICRISAT’s favoured model has been Producer Marketing Groups (PMGs). There have been studies of PMG performance in Kenya (Handschuch, 2014). However, these are not discussed here because they are not linked specifically to the Smart Food initiative. In India, Smart Food’s only direct involvement in value chain development has been to list companies active in the value chain and hosting a workshop to encourage participation by social entrepreneurs. 
Evidence of success
Since the core of the Smart Food initiative is marketing, its ‘success’ can be judged in terms of the AIDA marketing model:
Attention – The consumer becomes aware of a category, product or brand (usually through advertising); 
Interest – The consumer becomes interested by learning about brand benefits & how the brand fits with lifestyle;
Desire – The consumer develops a favourable disposition towards the brand;
Action – The consumer forms a purchase intention, shops around, engages in trial or makes a purchase.

Awareness and Interest
TV reality shows reach a wide audience. In Kenya, the show was broadcast on Kenya’s Television Network (KTN), a free to air network with an estimated audience share of 12 %. According to ICRISAT, over 800,000 viewers were reached every week through the show (ICRISAT, 2018). It is not clear how this number was reached – it may represent the total audience for KTN rather than for the program.   
Publicity about the health benefits of millets through TV may have increased sales of millet flour. ICRISAT’s previous research on the processing industry found that processing companies in Kenya reported rising demand for pre-packed millet flour and expected this demand to grow (Schipmann-Schwarze et. al., 2016). According to processors, the main constraint on this demand was the lack of consumer awareness of the nutrition and health benefits.  (Schipmann-Schwarze et.al., 2015). One in three of consumers already buying sorghum or millets were unaware of these benefits; among non-consumers, the ratio was two in three (Schipmann-Schwarze et.al., 2015). By educating viewers about the health benefits of millets, the TV shows addressed an important constraint on demand.
The Smart Food initiative has also reached rural populations. In Kenya, between 2015-2018, the initiative trained over 10,000 people through 2-day nutrition workshops; trained over 8,000 women farmers through participatory cooking classes where they were introduced to new recipes and energy efficient innovations; and reached over 80,000 households with nutrition messages through a variety of behaviour-change communications activities. Through these activities, the initiative has reached over 20,000 children below 2 years with nutrition messages through their parents (ICRISAT, 2018). 
Desire and Action 
The ACVC project in Kenya found that, in one year, women’s and children’s behaviour changed significantly towards a more micronutrient diet. This is indicated by an increase by 15.4% of the dietary diversity score for women and of 79.5% of the children’s dietary diversity score.  No socio-economic information (eg. income) is available for this sample (ICRISAT, 2018). Similarly, efforts to promote simple value-added products that could generate income generated interest among rural processors. Nine in 10 processors were willing to adopt at least one of the products in their businesses – with the most preferred being millet muffins (ICRISAT, 2018). However, action by millet producers was absent. According to ICRISAT, surveys showed “an increase in sales of grain at the farm level for all [Smart Food] crops except finger millet and groundnuts, which typically act as a safety net during drought.” (emphasis added).(https://foodtank.com/news/2018/06/empowering-kenyan-women-with-nutrition-education/). 
What works and why?
A TV reality show ‘works’ in the sense that this medium allowed Smart Food to reach a large audience. In Kenya, free-to-air set-top- boxes currently sell for an average of $ 35 and 4.3 million households own a TV set. ICRISAT’s consumer survey for millets found that TV and radio were the most effective channels for information on health benefits (Schipmann-Schwarze et. al., 2012).
Targeting millets at middle class consumers makes sense commercially. Both India and Africa have a large and growing middle-class. Africa’s middle-class population, based on expenditure of $4-20 per day, is estimated at 44 million, or 13.4 % of Africa’s total population. In ESA, this translates to a middle class of 16.8 million or 8.7 % of the total population (Ncube et. al., 2011). For India, estimates for 2018 suggest 61 million upper middle-income households ($ 8.5-40,000) and 8 million high income households ($ 40,000 >) (Bain and Company, 2019).
Spending by these groups will drive consumer demand. One estimate for five countries in Eastern Africa (excluding Kenya) suggests that annual expenditure on food by middle-class households (with incomes of $4-20 per day) will reach $164 million by 2040. Middle-class consumers spend 55-62 % of their total food expenditure on processed products. These include ‘low-value’ processed products like maize flour and milled rice. ‘High-value’ processed products include breads and bakery products, industrially – produced vegetable oils, and food eaten away from home. Given a total expenditure of at least $90 million by 2040 (Tschirley et. al., 2015). For India, forecasts suggest that consumer spending by middle- and high-income households will rise by $4 trillion by 2030 (Bain and Company, 2019). Total consumer expenditure on food will rise by $ 1.3 trillion, of which 32 % will be spent on ‘healthy and organic’ products (Bain and Company, 2019).
Clearly, this market has huge potential for Smart Food. We do not know the size of the potential market for Smart Foods, or what specific products will generate the highest demand. However, if current trends continue, we know that: (1) ESA will see a rapid growth in the number and share of middle-class consumers (2) they will account for most of the expenditure on food and (3) a high share of their food expenditure will be on processed products, which may include Smart Food. 
What causes failure?
The potential causes of failure lie not in marketing but in the structural factors determining the development of the value chain.
One is the high price of millets relative to rice in India or maize in Africa. In Kenya, millets are double the price of maize (Orr et. al., 2016). In India, millets are also more expensive than rice, which is subsidised through the Public Food Distribution Scheme (PFDS) (Adekunle et. al., 2018). High prices limit the potential for increasing demand among rural populations. Where millets are a cash crop, growers may limit own consumption to maximise cash income.  Experience with school meals in rural Tanzania found that whereas replacing beans with pigeonpea reduced costs by 22 %, schools could not continue to include finger millet on the menu as it was too expensive (Wangari et. al., 2020). Thus, educating rural consumers on the health benefits of millets may not increase consumption, except among better-off households. A recent study in South India concludes that ‘to achieve any meaningful penetration into the market held by these small millet alternatives, the prices of millets must be substantially reduced’ (Finnis, 2012). In India, the incentive to buy millets is further reduced by the PFDS, which gives lower-income consumers access to cheap rice (Priyam, 2017).
Against this, rural households say they are willing to pay (WTP) more for biofortified millets. In Kenya, one study reported that 60 % of consumers were willing to pay an average premium of 42 % above the prevailing market price of finger millet for new biofortified varieties of pearl millet (Ongudi 2018). However, this figure seems improbably high.  In India, non-rural consumers in Kanataka were also willing to pay a price premium of 27% for fortified finger millet (Meier et. al., 2020). Banerji et al. (2016) found a premium of 29% for biofortified pearl millet among rural consumers Maharashtra. In both cases, providing information on health benefits increased consumers’ WTP. 
A second structural factor (which explains higher prices) is the limited supply of millets. The only way to reduce prices is by increasing supply. But average yields are lower than for rice or maize, which results in lower production. At the same time, average labour requirements are higher. In combination, this results in high unit costs of production. In South India, high labour requirements (and particularly the absence of machine milling) were a major disincentive to grow millets. Despite being aware of the health benefits from millets, women preferred to reduce their workload by growing cassava (Finnis, 2009). Another constraint on supply is that millets are grown as an insurance against drought. This makes rural households unwilling to sell in years of low rainfall. Thus, the AVCD project in Kenya successfully increased ‘sales of grain for all crops except the ones that are typically bought during droughts’ (FReSH, 2018).
Legacy
Although changing the image of millets as a ‘poor man’s crop’ is necessary for driving demand, framing the problem as one of ‘marketing’ has several implications for R & D.
A focus on demand should not overshadow the structural factors that limit supply. High prices for millets make it difficult to generate broad-based demand from the rural population and schools. However, this does not apply to other Smart Food like pigeonpea which may be cheaper than the alternatives. This suggests the need to differentiate Smart Foods and target individual crops at different consumer segments.
One way to avoid the problem of high prices for millets is to target middle-class consumers. Once made aware of the health benefits they can afford to pay more. However, this has implications for funding. Aid investors are focused on the Millennium Development Goals, concerned with reducing malnutrition not obesity. Beneficiaries are supposed to be resource-poor farmers not white-collar diabetics. This makes marketing modernity a hard sell. Which may be one reason why ICRISAT must continue to target millets at rural populations. 
Finally, marketing raises questions about the definition and measurement of impact. Marketing has two elements: knowledge and behaviour. In terms of the AIDA model, the evidence of ‘impact’ from Smart Food relates primarily to knowledge – creating awareness and interest (eg. ICRISAT, 2018). The evidence on creating desire and action – changing behaviour – is more limited. This is not just because it is too soon – the problem lies deeper. Changing eating habits is notoriously difficult, as in the UK where obesity is becoming the norm. Behavioural change requires concerted action on several fronts – legislation, education, restrictions on advertising, a public health campaign. Smart Food can demonstrate the potential benefits of changing consumer behaviour, but any changes at scale in behaviour and on demand for millets will be long term and measured over generations. 
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