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Abstract

Sustainable intensification (SI) practices are widely promoted as win-win-win approa-
ches for fostering agricultural productivity growth while reducing the environmental and
health consequences of conventional agriculture. Yet their ability to improve the economic
wellbeing of small-scale producers has not been empirically tested in a multi-country con-
text. Using nationally representative plot and household level data from seven countries
in sub-Saharan Africa, we measure the returns to family labour, returns to land, and ch-
anges in labour inputs associated with the application of four SI practices: cereal legume
intercropping, organic fertiliser, soil and water conservation, and agroforestry. Using an
OLS model with a battery of demographic, farm-specific and spatial control variables, and
a variety of robustness checks, we show that only cereal-legume intercropping consistently
generates positive returns to family labour. The adoption of the other three practices are
shown to generate negative returns to family labour, due to a combination of increased
labour inputs and/or reductions in returns to land. The results further show important
regional heterogeneities between east and west Africa, with SI practice being more pro-
fitable for adopters in west Africa. We find limited evidence suggesting that adopting SI
practices as bundles or increased adoption duration changes the overall findings. Similar-
ly, our results show that SI practices generate few additional returns to family labour in
the context of extreme precipitation or drought. Taken together, our results suggest that
there is a significant risk that the public goods generated by SI practices can come with
significant private costs to the small-scale producers who adopt them. While widespread
adoption of SI practices is essential to support a transition toward a more sustainable agrif-
ood system, achieving this will require technical solutions to reduce their labour burden
and productivity and policy solutions that effectively compensate producers for the public
goods through their private efforts.
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