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Abstract: 
The Farm Input Subsidy Program (FISP) in Malawi was introduced to enhance smallholder productivity and 

food security. However, concerns persist regarding corruption, inefficiencies, and poor targeting. This study 

evaluates the effectiveness of risk mitigation strategies under FISP, particularly their influence on resource 

leakage, transparency, and farmer satisfaction. A mixed-methods approach was employed to provide a holistic 

understanding of the issues. Quantitative data were collected through structured questionnaires administered to 

73 smallholder farmers in Central Malawi. Additionally, 10 key informant interviews were conducted with 

government officials, program implementers, and agricultural extension officers. Respondents were selected 

using purposive and snowball sampling techniques. Quantitative data were analyzed using descriptive statistics 

and correlation analysis, while thematic analysis was applied to qualitative responses. Findings indicate that 

although digital measures such as biometric verification and e-voucher systems have been introduced, 

awareness and effective utilization among farmers remain low. Delays in input delivery, corruption, and weak 

communication continue to hinder program performance. A positive association was observed between the use 

of risk mitigation strategies and improvements in farmer satisfaction and productivity. However, challenges in 

implementation and institutional capacity remain. The study recommends enhanced stakeholder engagement, 

training, and accountability mechanisms to improve transparency and overall program efficiency. These 

findings offer practical insights for policymakers and implementers aiming to strengthen agricultural subsidy 

programs in Malawi and similar settings. 
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I. Introduction 
Input subsidy programmes remain central to agricultural policy across sub‑Saharan Africa because 

they aim to relax smallholder constraints on fertilizer and improved seed access, raise yields, and improve food 

security (Dorward, 2009; Jayne et al., 2018). In Malawi, the Farm Input Subsidy Program (FISP) has been one 

of the largest and most visible interventions in this category, but implementation risks—such as weak targeting, 

delayed delivery, administrative inefficiencies, and corruption—have repeatedly been identified as key threats 

to effectiveness (Chinsinga, 2012; Holden & Lunduka, 2012). 

Corruption and resource leakage in subsidy distribution can take multiple forms: diversion of inputs, 

bribery at registration or redemption points, fraudulent claims, and “ghost” beneficiaries. Such behaviours 

create inefficiency and delay and reduce the intended welfare impact of public spending (Ahlin & Bose, 2006; 

Adam & Fazekas, 2021). Risk management approaches emphasize preventative controls (e.g., verification and 

traceability), detective controls (audits, monitoring and evaluation), and corrective actions (sanctions and 

process redesign) to reduce these threats. 

Digital interventions are increasingly used to strengthen these controls. Biometric verification can 

improve targeting accuracy and reduce duplication, while e‑voucher systems can enhance traceability and 

transparency across the supply chain (Deichmann et al., 2016; Masiero, 2020; Basir et al., 2024). However, 

empirical literature also notes that digital tools face implementation barriers—including infrastructure and 

connectivity limitations, system failures, exclusion errors, and low user literacy—which can undermine 

expected anti‑corruption benefits (Masiero, 2020; Jouanjean, 2019; Ngugi, 2023). 

Against this backdrop, this study evaluates risk mitigation strategies used in Malawi’s FISP and 

examines how those strategies relate to (i) corruption and leakage risks, (ii) operational delays and 

mismanagement, (iii) uptake and perceived performance of digital interventions, and (iv) farmer satisfaction 

and perceived productivity changes. 
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II. Material And Methods 
Study design 

A mixed‑methods design was adopted to combine descriptive measurement of farmer experiences with 

explanatory insights from stakeholders. Quantitative data were collected from smallholder farmers using a 

structured questionnaire, while qualitative data were collected through key informant interviews to 

contextualize governance and operational dynamics in the delivery of subsidies. 

 

Study population and eligibility 

The study targeted smallholder farmers participating in FISP in Central Malawi, alongside 

stakeholders involved in implementation. Smallholder farmers were defined as those cultivating five hectares or 

less (Minah, 2021). 

 

Sampling and sample size 

A total of 73 farmers participated in the survey. Ten key informants were interviewed. Farmers were 

selected based on participation in FISP and availability during data collection, while key informants were 

selected purposively for their institutional roles and experience with subsidy distribution processes. 

 

Data collection 

The farmer questionnaire covered socio‑demographic information, awareness of risk mitigation 

measures, perceived effectiveness of controls, experiences of delays and errors, exposure to biometric 

verification and e‑voucher systems, and perceptions of satisfaction and productivity effects. Key informant 

interviews explored corruption vulnerabilities, coordination and logistics, staff capacity, monitoring practices, 

and challenges in implementing digital tools. 

 

Data analysis 

Quantitative data were analyzed descriptively (frequencies, percentages) and with summary statistics 

(means and standard deviations) for Likert‑type items. Qualitative data were analyzed thematically to identify 

recurring patterns and explanatory mechanisms, and findings were integrated in interpretation using Risk 

Management Theory and Principal‑Agent Theory as analytical lenses. 

 

Ethical considerations 

Participation was voluntary, informed consent was obtained, and anonymity and confidentiality were 

maintained. Data were used solely for research purposes. 

 

III. Results 
Respondent characteristics 

The study surveyed 73 FISP beneficiaries. Most respondents were between 18 and 54 years, and 

almost half had only primary education. Women represented 54.8% of respondents. Table 1 presents the 

detailed demographic profile. 

 
Variable Category n % 

Age 18–24 years 13 17.8 

 25–34 years 15 20.5 

 35–44 years 20 27.4 

 45–54 years 18 24.7 

 55+ years 7 9.6 

Education No formal education 22 30.1 

 Primary education 36 49.3 

 Secondary education 11 15.1 

 Tertiary education 4 5.5 

Gender Male 33 45.2 

 Female 40 54.8 

Household size 1–3 members 10 13.7 

 4–6 members 29 39.7 

 7–9 members 16 21.9 

 10+ members 18 24.7 

Participation in FISP <1 year 10 13.7 

 1–3 years 22 30.1 

 4–6 years 17 23.3 

 7+ years 24 32.9 

Table 1 (8): Demographic characteristics of respondents (n=73). 
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Objective 1: Current risk mitigation measures and leakage 

Awareness of risk mitigation measures was low: only 24.7% (18/73) reported being aware of any 

measures, while 75.3% (55/73) were not aware. Perceptions of effectiveness in reducing corruption were mixed: 

42.5% agreed/strongly agreed, 26.0% were neutral, and 31.5% disagreed/strongly disagreed. Reported leakage 

was high; 56.2% indicated they had encountered instances they believed reflected resource leakage in FISP. 

Likert‑item statistics further show that respondents generally disagreed that risk mitigation measures 

were transparent and well communicated (mean=1.97; SD=1.054). Moderate confidence was expressed in 

monitoring and evaluation (mean=3.07; SD=1.378) and in corruption prevention (mean=3.03; SD=1.323), while 

perceived sufficiency of measures at implementation level was lower (mean=2.64; SD=1.378). 

 
Item (Likert 1–5) Mean SD 

Measures are transparent and well communicated to farmers 1.97 1.054 

Measures are regularly updated to address new challenges 2.74 1.280 

Confidence that strategies prevent corruption 3.03 1.323 

Measures are regularly updated (alternative item) 2.96 1.821 

Program regularly monitors and evaluates strategies 3.07 1.378 

Measures are sufficient to address corruption at the implementation level 2.64 1.378 

Table 2 (8): Awareness and perceived adequacy of risk mitigation measures—summary statistics (n=73). 

 

Objective 2: Delays, errors, and perceived causes 

Operational challenges were widespread. A total of 78.1% (57/73) had experienced delays in receiving 

their subsidy, and 58.9% reported receiving wrong or insufficient quantities of inputs. Respondents identified 

insufficient training of distribution staff (74.0%) and poor communication by implementing agencies (65.8%) as 

the most common contributors, alongside logistical challenges (58.0%) and corruption/fraud (31.5%). 

 
Cause Percent 

Perceived cause of delays/mismanagement % (n=73) 

Corruption and fraud 31.5 

Poor communication from implementing agencies 65.8 

Insufficient training of distribution staff 74.0 

Logistical challenges and transport delays 58.0 

Table 3 (8): Perceived causes of delays and mismanagement (n=73). 

 

Objective 3: Digital interventions (biometric verification and e‑vouchers) 

Biometric verification was the most prevalent digital intervention: 79.5% of respondents reported 

registration via fingerprint or facial recognition. In contrast, only 31.5% reported using an e‑voucher system to 

claim subsidies. Perceived anti‑corruption gains were limited; only 35.6% believed digital tools had reduced 

corruption meaningfully, while many cited operational challenges such as system failures and limited training. 

Likert‑item summaries indicate moderate agreement that digital interventions increase trust 

(mean=3.22; SD=1.121) and help prevent duplication of claims (mean=3.07; SD=1.378). Agreement was 

weaker regarding whether e‑vouchers make the process transparent and trackable (mean=2.53; SD=1.425), 

reflecting limited exposure and inconsistent implementation. 

 
Digital intervention statement (Likert 1–5) Mean SD 

Digital interventions (biometric & e‑vouchers) have increased trust 3.22 1.121 

Digital systems reduced time spent waiting for subsidies 2.79 1.080 

I have experienced issues/errors when using biometric/e‑vouchers 1.67 1.334 

Digital interventions prevent duplication of subsidy claims 3.07 1.378 

Biometric verification improves accuracy of distribution 2.96 1.184 

E‑vouchers make the process transparent and trackable 2.53 1.425 

Table 4 (8): Perceptions of digital interventions—summary statistics (n=73). 

 

Objective 4: Farmer satisfaction, timeliness, and perceived productivity 

Perceived productivity improvement was reported by 68.5% (50/73). However, only 46.6% (34/73) 

were satisfied with current risk mitigation strategies, and 52.1% (38/73) believed that risk mitigation strategies 

improved timeliness and predictability of access to subsidies. 

 
Outcome Yes No 

Outcome Yes n (%) No n (%) 

Perceived productivity improvement 50 (68.5) 23 (31.5) 

Satisfied with current risk mitigation strategies 34 (46.6) 39 (53.4) 

Risk mitigation improved timeliness/predictability 38 (52.1) 35 (47.9) 

Table 5 (8): Farmer outcomes related to risk mitigation strategies (n=73). 
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On Likert items, respondents moderately agreed that risk mitigation strategies increased their overall 

satisfaction with the distribution process (mean=3.10; SD=1.474) and contributed to increased farm 

productivity and profitability (mean=3.03). Perceptions that strategies reduced delays and disruptions were 

weaker (mean=2.52; SD=1.375), consistent with the high frequency of reported delays. 

 
Item (Likert 1–5) Mean SD 

Strategies increased overall satisfaction with the distribution 3.10 1.474 

Strategies increased farm productivity and profitability 3.03 3.819 

More confident in transparency and fairness due to strategies 2.78 1.357 

Strategies reduced delays and disruptions 2.52 1.375 

Easier to access subsidies timely manner compared to previous years 2.97 1.443 

Better ability to plan/manage production 2.67 2.67 

Table 6 (8): Perceived impacts of risk mitigation strategies—summary statistics (n=73). 

 

IV. Discussion 
Low awareness of risk mitigation measures suggests that risk management is not yet embedded as a 

shared accountability practice between implementers and beneficiaries. This is important because transparency 

and communication are widely recognized as prerequisites for effective social accountability and 

anti‑corruption systems (Adam & Fazekas, 2021; Asante & Mullard, 2021). The very low mean for 

transparency/communication (1.97) indicates that farmers may be unable to recognize, use, or demand the 

operation of controls, weakening deterrence effects. 

The high prevalence of reported leakage (56.2%) and mixed evaluations of effectiveness indicate that 

existing controls have not fully addressed diversion risks at implementation level. Principal‑Agent Theory helps 

interpret this pattern: when oversight is incomplete and agents (e.g., local implementers) face weak sanctions or 

incentives, they may deviate from program objectives, leading to leakage and misallocation (Ahlin & Bose, 

2006; Adam & Fazekas, 2021). 

Delays and mismanagement were the most consistently reported challenges. The finding that 78.1% 

experienced delays aligns with the broader literature that identifies bureaucratic and logistics constraints as 

central barriers to subsidy effectiveness, particularly where distribution chains involve multiple actors and weak 

coordination (Dorward, 2009; Chowdhury et al., 2021). Training and communication deficits, identified by 

respondents as the most common causes, point to an institutional capacity gap that is amenable to managerial 

interventions. 

Digital interventions produced partial gains. Biometric verification appears to be the most established 

digital control in the study context, and respondents reported moderate confidence that it improves targeting and 

reduces duplication. This aligns with prior evidence that biometric systems can strengthen the integrity of 

distribution by ensuring that subsidies are received by intended beneficiaries (Masiero, 2020). However, low 

e‑voucher uptake (31.5%) and weaker ratings on e‑voucher transparency suggest that the digital transformation 

of subsidy delivery remains incomplete and uneven, consistent with literature emphasizing infrastructure and 

usability constraints (Deichmann et al., 2016; Jouanjean, 2019; Basir et al., 2024). 

Finally, the gap between perceived productivity improvements (68.5%) and satisfaction (46.6%) 

suggests that farmer outcomes are shaped by both the material value of inputs and the experience of service 

delivery. The literature indicates that timely, predictable delivery is a key determinant of trust and satisfaction 

(Lameck, 2016) and can support productivity gains by aligning input access with agronomic calendars (Ray et 

al., 2023). The mixed perceptions of improved timeliness in this study underscore the need to address 

operational bottlenecks alongside anti‑corruption controls. 

 

V. Conclusion 
Risk mitigation strategies in Malawi’s FISP show signs of progress—particularly through the use of 

biometric verification—but the overall risk control environment remains constrained by low beneficiary 

awareness, continued leakage perceptions, and persistent distribution delays. Digital tools have improved trust 

and reduced duplication risks for many farmers, yet the limited use of e‑vouchers and ongoing capacity and 

logistics challenges restrict broader gains. Strengthening communication, training, and monitoring—alongside 

scaling reliable digital systems—appears critical for translating risk mitigation into improved timeliness, 

satisfaction, and sustained productivity outcomes. 

 

VI. Recommendations 
• Improve communication and farmer education: institutionalize clear, locally accessible communication on 

eligibility, risk controls, complaint mechanisms, and distribution schedules, including community meetings and 

extension-led briefings. 
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• Strengthen capacity and supervision at distribution points: provide standardized training for staff on 

procedures, ethics, and digital tools, with stronger supervision, sanctions for misconduct, and routine audits. 

• Scale and stabilize digital interventions: expand e‑voucher coverage with adequate infrastructure 

(connectivity, devices, power), user support, and contingency processes to reduce system failures and exclusion 

errors. 

• Enhance community-based monitoring and grievance mechanisms: formalize roles for farmer committees and 

create rapid-response complaint channels to detect leakage and resolve registration/claim disputes. 
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