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Introduction 

In recent years, interest in and application of the Market 
Systems Development (MSD) approach (see Box 1) within 
the ILO have increased significantly, in large part fuelled by 
the ILO Lab and AIMS initiatives (see Box 2) as well as 
increasing demand from donors such as Sida. To date, 
however, a clear picture of the ILO’s portfolio of operations 
that use the MSD approach and its evolution over time 
remains lacking. In order to offer an overview of the ILO’s 

application of the MSD approach in operational practice, 
how this is changing over time, and what the nature of this 
practice is, a review of the ILO’s past and current MSD 
operations portfolio was conducted. Key findings of this 
exercise are presented in this brief. 

In Section 1, we provide an overview of the ILO’s total MSD 
operations portfolio and its key operational categories, 
offering a sense of the magnitude of this portfolio and its 
change over time. In Section 2, we illustrate the diversity of 
the ILO’s MSD portfolio, looking into the different contexts 

https://www.ilo.org/empent/Projects/the-lab/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/empent/Projects/refugee-livelihoods/lang--en/index.htm
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in which MSD operations have been applied and the various 
objectives they have been used to achieve. Finally, in 

Section 3, we present a few key takeaways based on 
previous sections and briefly conclude.

 Box 1: What is the market systems approach? 

 

 Box 2: The Lab and AIMS – Key Drivers behind ILO’s MSD Operations Portfolio 

The Inclusive Markets and Entrepreneurship team within the SME Unit of the Enterprises Department has been home 
to the two key initiatives within ILO/HQ that have driven the use of the MSD approach within the ILO:  

The Lab: The Lab was a global initiative funded by the Swiss State Secretariat for Economic Affairs (SECO) that ran from 
October 2013 to December 2020. The initiative, whose total budget amounted to approximately 5.1 million USD, focused 
on generating and applying knowledge on how a market systems approach can lead to sustainable decent work. Among 
other things, the Lab has developed over 30 knowledge products including guidance materials, case studies and 
thematic briefs; conducted over 30 market analyses; supported the implementation of various ILO MSD projects; and, 
according to its final evaluation, fuelled the ILO’s reputation as the only UN organization with MSD expertise. 

The Approach to Inclusive Markets (AIMS) for Refugees and Host Communities: AIMS spawned from a cooperation 
between the ILO’s SME Unit and the UNHCR Livelihoods Unit launched in 2013 to jointly promote livelihoods of refugees 
and host communities. The AIMS approach blends push (supply-side) interventions such as entrepreneurship skills 
development with pull (demand-side) market systems interventions to develop holistic and market-based livelihoods 
strategies that are adapted to the local context and market realities faced by these target groups. Since its inception, 
the ILO AIMS team has notably supported implementation of and conducted over 20 market analyses for UNHCR and 
ILO projects operating at the humanitarian-development nexus. 

 

A market system is made up of a core market or value chain, in which a given good or service is developed, traded and 
added value to by different market actors interacting in the process. It also consists of the wider context that creates 
the conditions for interaction in the market (or value chain), in terms of the many supporting functions (e.g. information, 
skills, infrastructure, finance) and rules (e.g. policies, standards and norms), which shape how well the market works 
for the women and men involved. The market systems development approach, in turn, is comprised of a set of 
principles, frameworks and good practices that guide both analyses of market systems and design and implementation 
of development interventions in order to identify, address and remove the root causes of constraints at different levels 
of the systems that inhibit the growth of more inclusive markets. The ultimate goal is impact that is both: 

 Sustained. Projects achieve lasting behaviour change in public and private actors by aligning interventions to their 
incentives and capacity to adopt new ways of working. Impact continues long after interventions end because 
actors see organisational value in continuing the new way of working; and 

 Scaled. Since constraints to industry growth are removed, change is replicated and mainstreamed across the 
sector – rather than being confined to just the actors that the project directly works with. 

Projects usually partner with a small number of actors to test out new ways of working and, if successful, look to get 
others to copy the innovation. The range of activities that projects undertake to encourage partners to change can vary 
– from using ‘soft’ facilitation tactics such as advice or brokering relationships to ‘harder’ tactics like financial cost-
sharing. Such facilitation is an art – not a science. It needs to strike a balance between support that ends up being too 
light to overcome resistance to change, and too heavy leading to dependence. 

For more info see the Lab policy brief “A Systemic Approach for Creating More and Better Jobs”, 2019. 

https://www.ilo.org/empent/Projects/the-lab/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/empent/Projects/refugee-livelihoods/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/empent/Projects/the-lab/WCMS_732125/lang--en/index.htm
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1. A Significant and Growing 

Portfolio 

Since the Enter-Growth project “piloted” the ILO’s use of the 
MSD approach from 2005 to 2009, the ILO’s MSD 
operations portfolio has grown significantly. Altogether, as 
of January 2021, the ILO’s MSD Operations Portfolio 
consists of 82 distinct ILO MSD Operations1, which we 
divide into two overarching categories, each made up of 
two sub-categories (see Chart 1):  

1. ILO MSD Project Operations includes instances where 
the ILO has applied the MSD approach in the context 
of an ILO implemented project, whether just at the 
market analysis stage (“MSD Project Analyses”) or also 
during implementation (“MSD Project Interventions”). 

2. Other ILO MSD Operations includes instances where 
the ILO applied MSD analytical tools to build evidence 
based on which to potentially develop new projects 
(“MSD Analyses for Scoping Purposes”) or where it 
applied such tools to the benefit of other organizations 
or the projects they were in charge of implementing 
(“MSD Analysis for External Organizations”). 

 Chart 1: Number and Share of ILO MSD Operations 
per Type 

 

1 This includes only MSD analyses that were conducted by, in cooperation 
with or with the knowledge of the Inclusive Markets and Value Chains team 
of the SME Unit. As such, it is possible that other ILO units as well as field 
offices might have undertaken MSD analyses that have not been accounted 
for in this assessment. 

1.1 ILO MSD Project Operations  

Overall, the MSD approach has been used in 42 ILO projects 
(with three more in the pipeline as of January 2021, see 
Chart 2), whose combined budget allocation so far has 
been approximately 170 million USD. This is a considerable 
amount, all the more so considering that a substantial 
portion of the Lab’s and the AIMS’ activities have been 
geared towards generating knowledge and supporting 
non-ILO projects (and which are thus not reflected in this 
total amount).  

 Chart 2: Number of ILO MSD Project Operation per 
Type and Activity Status 

 

Funding for these projects has come from a variety of 
donors. Sida has funded the most, with a total of 8 projects 
with a combined budget allocation of 35 million USD that 
puts it clearly ahead of other donors in this space. 
Nonetheless, many other donors have funded more than 
one ILO MSD project operation as well, including the 
Netherlands’ Ministry of Foreign Affairs, NORAD, SECO, 
Germany through BMZ and GIZ, and the USA State 
Department.  

Evidently, the manner and extent to which the approach 
has been used across this portfolio has varied considerably. 
Most of ILO’s MSD Projects have used at least one or more 
MSD analytical tools – namely sector selection, rapid 
market assessments (RMAs), market systems analysis 
(MSAs) or AIMS assessments – prior to implementation, in 
order to inform project scope and potential intervention 
strategies.2 However, the use of MSD analysis by ILO 

2 MSAs have been the most common, followed by RMAs, which have 
gradually come to supplant sector selection exercises, as RMAs conducted 
in ILO have in recent years increasingly included both a sector selection and 
market analysis function. 
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projects has not always translated into MSD principles 
being used during implementation. As such, among ILO’s 
MSD Projects we have distinguished “MSD Project 
Interventions”, which are those that have used the 
approach in implementation, and “MSD Project Analyses”, 
which are those that have not. 

MSD Project Analyses 

Out of a total of 45 ILO MSD Projects, there are only 13 MSD 
Project Analyses (see Chart 2). Here, it is important to note 
that in most cases, this is not reflective of failed on-
boarding of the approach in projects. In fact, this rather 
echoes the ILO’s innovative application of MSD analyses 
beyond “traditional” value chain development (VCD) 
activities (see Box 3), where conducting such an analysis in 
itself may be innovative.

 

 Box 3: Innovative Market Systems Analyses – Informing Intervention Scope and Programme Strategy beyond 
Traditional VCD 

SCORE in Peru and Bolivia: In 2015, the Sustaining Competitive and Responsible Enterprises (SCORE) programme used 
sector selection and rapid market analysis in Peru to support targeting of its SCORE training and identification of 
potential complementary interventions. In 2019, SCORE again resorted to using the approach, this time in neighbouring 
Bolivia, where it conducted a rapid market assessment through which it identified the tourism and Andean grains 
sectors as holding high potential for increased enterprise formalization and increased exports. 

Vision Zero Fund Initiative in Myanmar and Madagascar: With support from the Lab, the joint ILO-EU project on 
OSH in Global Supply Chains  developed a research methodology to assess the drivers and constraints for OSH 
improvement in global value chains and inform subsequent intervention design, which drew heavily on MSD analytical 
tools. This methodology was subsequently applied by the Vision Zero Fund initiative in the ginger value chain in 
Myanmar and in the textile value chain in Madagascar. 

Decent Work Country Programme (DWCP) in Moldova: In 2020, in order to inform the elaboration of Moldova’s new 
four-year DWCP, the Lab conducted “systems analyses” of two Decent Work priority areas identified by constituents, 
namely ‘Safety and Security at Work’ and ‘Youth Employment’.  Rather than pointing towards market interventions that 
ILO in Moldova might conduct in a given sector, these analyses instead focused on pointing at key constraints in the 
country’s social security, labour inspection, skills development and employment policy systems, among others and 
potential solutions to work towards with constituents. This constituted a radical departure from traditional market 
systems analyses conducted so far. It here focused on a whole country and its DWCP instead of a given sector and was 
used to provide strategic direction for the entire ILO Moldova office, rather than a given project. 

MSD Project Interventions 

The ILO’s “MSD Project Interventions” consist of ILO 
projects implementing the MSD approach, even if not 
initially intended to be, whether across all of its different 

intervention areas or only within a project value chain 
development component. Taken altogether, this part of the 
portfolio amounts to 32 different ILO MSD Project 
Interventions,3 20 of which were active in January 2021 (see 
Table 1 on p. 5). 

 
3  This total includes three projects that are in the pipeline as of January 
2021: Opportunity Salone Programme to the European Union for the Jobs 
for Growth Programme 2020-2024 (Sierra Leone); Productivity Ecosystems 
(multi-country), which will likely begin in 2022; and “Integración Económica 

de Migrantes y Refugiados Venezolanos en Perú y Ecuador con Trabajo 
Decente” (Peru and Ecuador), starting in March 2021. 

https://www.ilo.org/empent/Projects/the-lab/WCMS_381236/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/empent/Projects/the-lab/WCMS_541227/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/empent/Projects/the-lab/WCMS_728359/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/safety-and-health-at-work/programmes-projects/WCMS_522931/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/safety-and-health-at-work/programmes-projects/WCMS_522931/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/safework/projects/WCMS_635157/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/safety-and-health-at-work/programmes-projects/WCMS_517539/lang--en/index.htm
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 Table 1: ILO MSD Project Interventions (projects supporting refugee livelihoods are marked with an asterisk) 

Active MSD Project Interventions as of January 2021 

3. A Road to Decent Jobs for All Afghans (R2J4A) (Afghanistan)* 

4. Business Development Services for Growth (BDS4Growth) (Egypt) 

5. Empowering Women for Resilient Economies and Peaceful Communities in the Refugee-Affected Regions of East 
and Adamawa in Cameroon*  

6. Expanding Economic Opportunities for Urban Refugees and Egyptian Youth in the Digital Economy in Egypt* 

7. Healthy Socio-Economic Recovery of the Micro and Small Enterprise Sector of Sri Lanka 

8. Local Empowerment through Economic Development and Reconciliation – LEED+ (Sri Lanka) 

9. Market Based Livelihood Interventions for Refugees and Host Communities in Niger* 

10. MozTrabalha (Mozambique) 

11. ProAgro – Promotion of Decent Work in Agribusiness (Ethiopia) 

12. ProMaroc – Promotion of Decent Work in Agribusiness (Morocco) 

13. Promoting Employment and Social Protection under the Comprehensive Refugee Response Framework in Central 
America and Mexico (Mexico, Honduras and Costa Rica)* 

14. Promoting Gender Responsive Enterprise and Skills Development Systems (ProGRESS): Feminizing Bangladesh’s 
Skills and Enterprise Systems and Labour Market 

15. Partnership for Improving Prospects for Forcibly Displaced Persons and Host Communities (PROSPECTS) (Egypt)* 

16. PROSPECTS (Ethiopia)* 

17. PROSPECTS (Kenya)* 

18. PROSPECTS (Lebanon)* 

19. PROSPECTS (Sudan)* 

20. PROSPECTS (Uganda)* 

21. Sustaining Competitive and Responsible Enterprises (SCORE) Phase III: Myanmar 

22. Support to Resettlement and Reconciliation through the UN Joint Programme for Peace – SURAR (Sri Lanka) 

Closed MSD Project Interventions as of January 2021 

1. Business Opportunities and Support Services (BOSS) (Timor Leste) 

2. Employment for Youth in Egypt (EYE): Working Together in Qalyoubia and Menoufia 

3. Enter-Growth (Sri Lanka) 

4. Promoting Decent Work in Rwanda’s Informal Economy (Boneza Umurimo) (Rwanda) 

5. Promoting Livelihoods of Forcibly Displaced persons and Host Communities (Ethiopia)* 

6. Road to Jobs: Bringing decent work to rural households of the Northern Provinces in Afghanistan 

7. Women and Youth Entrepreneurship Development Policies and Programmes that Create Decent Work and a Just 
Transition to Environmental Sustainability (Tanzania) 

8. Yapasa – Decent Jobs for Youth and Improved Food Security Through the Development of Sustainable Rural 
Enterprises (Zambia) 

9. Zambia Green Jobs Programme 
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Patterns and Trends of ILO’s MSD Project 

Intervention Portfolio 

Beyond the distinction made between projects that have 
used the approach in implementation and those that have 
not, it is also important to recognise that not all projects 
within the MSD Project intervention category have applied 
the MSD approach to the same degree. This has evidently 
been a function of staff expertise and appetite for using the 
approach but also donor demand. Sida, which was an early 
adopter of the MSD approach, for instance, has in many 
cases expressly demanded MSD application in its ILO-
implemented projects and purposefully fostered the 
conditions allowing for flexible project design, adaptive 
management and facilitative interventions.  

Looking at the contents of this MSD project interventions 
portfolio, a few patterns emerge. One such pattern is that 
the number of MSD project interventions operating at the 
humanitarian-development nexus, by explicitly addressing 
refugees (and host communities) (denoted with an asterisk 
in Table 1) has grown significantly. They now represent 11 
of the 20 active interventions (compared to only one closed 
intervention). Secondly, the majority of active MSD project 
interventions are part of “value chain development” 
components of projects, alongside other “non-MSD” 
components, sometimes led by other technical teams 
within the ILO Enterprises Department or even within other 
ILO departments (see Box 4).

 

 Box 4: The Case of PROSPECTS – Blending MSD with Other Approaches at the Humanitarian-Development 
Nexus 

The Partnership for Improving Prospects for Forcibly Displaced Persons and Host Communities (PROSPECTS) is a USD 
94 million, five-year initiative (2019-2023) funded by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Netherlands. It is implemented 
by the IFC, ILO, UNHCR, UNICEF and the World Bank in 8 countries, namely Uganda, Sudan, Egypt, Ethiopia, Kenya, Iraq, 
Jordan and Lebanon. As part of the ILO’s contribution to the project, which focuses overall on improved education, 
protection and employment opportunities, the AIMS approach is applied alongside a variety of other tools and 
approaches, including cooperatives training or employment intensive investment programmes. 

So far, PROSPECTS has AIMS components in six countries: Uganda, Sudan, Egypt, Ethiopia, Kenya and Lebanon.  In 
Lebanon, for example, following a rapid market assessment (RMA), ILO narrowed in on the horticulture sector as 
holding particular potential for decent job creation. Further informed by an AIMS assessment of the horticulture sector, 
ILO is now developing interventions geared towards increasing uptake of modern greenhouse technologies and 
production practices, quality inputs among farmers and improved information and coordination along the value chain. 
The aim is to create a win-win situation – raising incomes of Lebanese farmers and thereby also creating new job 
opportunities as well as improving working conditions for Syrian workers, whose exposure to heat stress and toxic 
chemicals would be reduced. 

As shown in Table 1 above, as of January 2021 there were 
more than twice as many currently active MSD project 
interventions than there were closed ones, which suggests 
considerable change – indeed increase – over time. In fact, 
whereas from 2010 through to 2015, there was at the most 
one ILO MSD project intervention starting each year, 
between 2016 and 2018, 8 more project interventions 
cropped up, while during 2019 and 2020, this amounted to 
15 more (see Chart 3 below). The evolution of the ILO’s 
portfolio of project operations is further illustrated in Chart 
4, which also shows that 2020 was the year with the largest 
number of active ILO MSD projects (interventions and 
analyses) – with 32 in total.  

 Chart 3: Number of MSD Project Operations Starting 
per Year and per Type 
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https://www.ilo.org/empent/Projects/refugee-livelihoods/WCMS_744015/lang--en/index.htm
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 Chart 4:  ILO’s Total MSD Project Operation Portfolio 2010-2025 as of January 2021 (Green = MSD Project 
Interventions; Red = MSD Project Analyses)4 

 

 
4  The Enter-Growth project is not included here as it ran from 2005 to 2010, which is why there are only 44 projects represented in the chart. 
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Business Opportunities and Support Services (BOSS) Timor Leste Tourism, Agriculture ### ### ### ### ### ### ###

Yapasa - Decent jobs for youth and improved food security through the development of sustainable 
rural enterprises

Zambia Agriculture ### ### ### ### ### ### ### ###

Zambia Green Jobs Programme Zambia Construction ### ### ### ### ### ###

Road to Jobs: Bringing decent work to rural households of the Northern Provinces in Afghanistan Afghanistan Agriculture; Textiles ### ### ### ### ### ###

Value chain analysis in Peru's quinoa sector - Programa Conjunto de Granos Andinos Peru Agriculture ### ### ###

More and better jobs in Cabo Delgado province and Nampula province - Harnessing the opportunities 
of the New Economy in Mozambique

Mozambique Construction ### ### ###

Joint Programme on Youth Employment Tanzania Tourism, Agriculture ### ###

SCORE Phase II: Peru Peru
Agriculture, 
Handicrafts

### ###

MozTrabalha Mozambique
Agriculture, 
Construction

### ### ### ### ### ###

Employment for Youth in Egypt (EYE): Working Together in Qalyoubia and Menoufia Egypt Agriculture ### ### ### ### ###

Responsible Supply Chains in Asia Thailand Manufacturing ### ### ### ### ###

Promotion and Implementation of Fundamental Principles and Rights at work in Brazil Brazil Agriculture ### ### ### ### ###

SCORE Phase III: Proyecto Bolivia Digna y Productiva Bolivia Tourism, Agriculture ### ### ### ### ###

SCORE Phase III: Myanmar Myanmar Fishery ### ### ### ### ###

Zimbabwe youth and women empowerment project (YWEP) Zimbabwe Agriculture, Mining ### ### ### ### ###

Promoting Decent Work in Rwanda’s Informal Economy (Boneza Umurimo) Rwanda
Construction, 
Garments

### ### ### ###

Promoting livelihoods of forcibly displaced persons and host communities Ethiopia Agriculture ### ### ###

LEED+ (Local Empowerment through Economic Development and Reconciliation) Sri Lanka Agriculture; fisheries ### ### ### ### ###

Renewable Energy Skills Training and Women Economic Development Somalia
Renewable Energy; 
Agriculture

### ### ### ### ###

Clear Cotton Project on Child Labour and Forced labour. Eliminating child labour and forced labour in 
the cotton, textile and garment value chains: an integrated approach

Mali; Burkina Faso Agriculture ### ### ### ### ###

Business Development Services for Growth (BDS4Growth) Egypt Tourism, Agriculture ### ### ### ###

Women and youth entrepreneurship development policies and programmes that create decent work 
and a just transition to envionmental sustainability strengthened

Tanzania Agriculture ### ### ###

PROSPECTS (Ethiopia) - Partnership for improving prospects for forcibly displaced persons and host 
communities 

Ethiopia Agriculture ### ### ### ### ###

PROSPECTS (Egypt) - Partnership for improving prospects for forcibly displaced persons and host 
communities

Egypt TBD ### ### ### ### ###

PROSPECTS (Kenya) - Partnership for improving prospects for forcibly displaced persons and host 
communities

Kenya TBD ### ### ### ### ###

PROSPECTS (Sudan) - Partnership for improving prospects for forcibly displaced persons and host 
communities

Sudan TBD ### ### ### ### ###

PROSPECTS (Uganda) - Partnership for improving prospects for forcibly displaced persons and host 
communities

Uganda Agriculture ### ### ### ### ###

Market based livelihood interventions for refugees and host communities in Niger Niger
Agriculture; Waste 
management

### ### ###

SURAR (Support to Resettlement and Reconciliation through the UN Joint Programme for Peace) Sri Lanka Agriculture; fisheries ### ### ###

Skills Development for the Renewable Energy Sector (SkiDRES) Zambia
Renewable Energy & 
Energy Efficiency

### ###

Promoting Gender Responsive Enterprise and Skills Development Systems (ProGRESS): Feminizing 
Bangladesh’s Skills and Enterprise Systems and Labour Market

Bangladesh Tourism; Green sectors ### ### ### ### ### ###

Empowering women for resilient economies and peaceful communities in the refugee-affected 
regions of East and Adamawa in Cameroon.

Cameroon TBD ### ### ### ### ###

ProAgro - Promotion of Decent Work in Agribusiness Ethiopia Agriculture ### ### ### ### ###

ProMaroc - Promotion of Decent Work in Agribusiness Morocco Agriculture ### ### ### ### ###

Expanding Economic Opportunities for Urban Refugees and Egyptian Youth in the Digital Economy in 
Egypt

Egypt Digital economy ### ### ### ###

Occupational Safety and Health in Myanmar Global Supply Chains - A Vision Zero Fund Project (phase 
II)

Myanmar
Agriculture; 
construction

### ### ### ###

Promoting Employment and Social Protection under the Comprehensive Refugee Response 
Framework in Central America and Mexico

Mexico; Costa 
Rica; Honduras

TBD ### ### ###

Améliorer la sécurité et la santé dans la chaîne d’approvisionnement du textile à Madagascar - Phase 
de mise en œuvre (Vision Zero Fund - phase II)

Madagascar
Agriculture ; 
Manufacturing

### ### ###

A Road to Decent Jobs for All Afghans (R2J4A) Afghanistan
Agriculture, 
Handicrafts

### ###

Healthy Socio-Economic Recovery of the Micro and Small Enterprise Sector of Sri Lanka (COVID-19) Sri Lanka Agriculture ### ###

Opportunity Salone Programme to the European Union for the Jobs for Growth Programme 2020-2024 Sierra Leone Agriculture ### ### ### ###

PROSPECTS (Lebanon) - Partnership for improving prospects for forcibly displaced persons. Lebanon Agriculture ### ### ###

Integración Económica de Migrantes y Refugiados Venezolanos en Perú y Ecuador con Trabajo 
Decente (Project Extension)

Ecuador; Peru
Electronics trade; ICT; 
Sanitation; Agriculture; 
Food Industry

### ###

Productivity ecosystems
South Africa + 
TBD

TBD 0 0 0 0
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1.2 Other ILO MSD Operations 

Beyond its ILO MSD Project operations, the ILO has 
conducted various other MSD operations that were not 
directly linked to any active ILO project: “MSD Analyses for 
External Organizations” and “MSD Analyses for Scoping 
Purposes”. 

MSD Analyses for External Organizations 

While in most cases the ILO has applied its MSD expertise 
to the benefit of its own active or prospective project 
operations, there have also been 25 “MSD Analyses for 
External Organizations” – MSD analyses that were 
conducted to inform project activities implemented by 
external organizations, within the UN system and beyond. 
The bulk of these operations (18) has come in the context 
of the AIMS teams’ collaboration with UNHCR, which it 
supported in large part by conducting AIMS assessments in 
specific contexts, based on which UNHCR developed 
holistic and market-based livelihood strategies for refugees 
and host communities, to be implemented in those 
contexts. Beyond these, the Lab notably partnered with the 
Fairtrade Foundation with which it conducted MSAs in the 
banana sector in the Dominican Republic and in the tea 
sector in Assam, India, drilling down on the business case 
for higher worker wages and improved working conditions. 
It partnered with Habitat for Humanity in Peru, looking at 
the housing construction sector in Peru and the 
opportunity to advance access to affordable housing and 
Decent Work. And, more recently, The Lab partnered with 
the Mastercard foundation to conduct an RMA in Ghana 
focused on improving Decent Work outcomes for youth. 

MSD Analyses for Scoping Purposes  

While both MSAs and RMAs have in most cases been 
applied in the context of an already existing project, there 
have also been 12 “MSD Analyses for Scoping Purposes” – 
instances where MSD analyses were conducted with the 
express objective of building a potential project proposal. 
The ILO Nepal country office, for instance, commissioned 
an RMA focusing on eight different agriculture value chains 
to lay the groundwork for a project building on the 
experience of a previous ILO project. In some instances, 
such operations have even come upon direct demand from 
donors eager to fund an ILO project in a certain sector – for 
instance SECO commissioning an MSA of Kyrgyzstan’s 
winter tourism sector or an RMA of Vietnam’s tourism 
sector.  

2. A Diversified Portfolio of MSD 

Interventions and Analyses 

Beyond the fact that the ILO’s MSD portfolio has 
significantly grown in magnitude over time, a key 
characteristic is that it has also exhibited the diversity of 
uses of the MSD approach, for instance, in terms of the 
contexts where it has been applied as well as the various 
objectives it has been used to achieve. 

2.1 Geographical Scope 

Looking at it geographically (see Chart 5), the majority of 
ILO projects that have applied the MSD approach – whether 
in interventions or only at the analysis stage – have 
operated in Africa, representing 26 out of 45 ILO MSD 
Projects. Most of these projects have also notably taken 
place in Eastern and Southern Africa, with few French-
speaking countries being reached. The dominance of Africa 
is followed by projects in Asia and the Pacific of which there 
are 11, including the two arguably most known 
programmes of the ILO’s MSD Project Operations portfolio 
(see Box 5). 

 Chart 5: Number and Share of ILO MSD Project 
Operations per Region  
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https://www.ilo.org/empent/Projects/the-lab/WCMS_550099/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/empent/Projects/the-lab/WCMS_619601/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/empent/Projects/the-lab/WCMS_619601/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/empent/Projects/the-lab/WCMS_706884/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/empent/Projects/the-lab/publications/WCMS_713335/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/empent/Projects/the-lab/WCMS_614779/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/empent/Projects/the-lab/WCMS_614779/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/empent/Projects/the-lab/WCMS_557997/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/empent/Projects/the-lab/WCMS_557997/lang--en/index.htm
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 Box 5: The Road to Jobs Project in Afghanistan and Enter-Growth in Sri Lanka 

Road to Jobs in Afghanistan: Road to Jobs (R2J) was a Sida-funded project implemented between 2015 and 2020 aiming 
to create more and better jobs for rural households in Northern Afghanistan’s Samangan and Balkh provinces. The 
project worked in various agriculture sectors including grapes, poultry, goat and sheep, dairy, cotton and almonds, but 
also in manufacturing sectors such as carpet weaving in order to deliver on its objectives. Despite the inherent challenge 
of operating in such a fragile context, where armed conflict is still present and where aid with few strings attached is 
the norm, R2J managed to use the MSD approach and achieve significant results and systemic change. Using a robust 
results measurement system, adaptive management principles and relentless private sector engagement, R2J’s efforts 
led to 49,468 improved jobs for smallholder farmers, women entrepreneurs, service providers and employees in 
partner companies, and 14.2M USD net additional incomes. Valuable lessons learnt are summarised in this R2J Brief 
and additional information about the project is found on the R2J page. 

Enter-Growth in Sri Lanka: The Sida-funded Enter-Growth project implemented from 2005 to 2009 in various districts 
across Sri Lanka’s North West and North Central Provinces was arguably the ILO’s first MSD project. Although not 
initially conceived as an MSD initiative, it adopted various aspects of the MSD approach – which at the time was still 
emerging – including a light-touch intervention approach and value chain analysis-informed intervention strategy, 
which it notably applied in the floriculture and ornamental fish sectors. Ten years after the project closed, a follow up-
study found that a substantial number of systemic changes introduced in Enter-Growth’s intervention areas had been 
sustained (see also Box 7 below). 

 

If we extend our scope to all ILO MSD Operations (see Chart 
6), Africa’s dominance is somewhat mediated and Latin 
America’s prominence grows, which is in large part 
attributable to MSD Analyses for External Organizations 
conducted in the region by the Lab. Furthermore, various 
French-speaking countries within Africa are covered such 
as Mali, Mauritania, the Democratic Republic of Congo and 
Tunisia, which have been covered in AIMS assessments 
conducted in collaboration with UNHCR. Lastly, we can also 
note the addition of 6 operations in the Europe and Central 
Asia region, which includes a market systems analysis of 
tourism in Albania done in collaboration with UN Women 
as well as sector selection study the Lab did in collaboration 
with UNIDO looking at horticulture sub-sectors in 
Kyrgyzstan. 

2.2 Sectoral Scope 

In looking at sectoral scope, MSD operations have covered 
many different sectors including agriculture, tourism, 
construction, garments, mining, energy and handicrafts. 
However, as one might expect, agriculture – which is where 
the MSD approach has achieved most prominence to date 
– has substantially dominated the ILO’s MSD portfolio, a 
tendency that has remained stable over time. In fact, even 
most of the projects extending beyond have also featured 
agriculture as one of several project sector foci – so much 
so that overall, only 8 out of 39 ILO MSD Project Operations 
that have selected their sector foci have not included 
agriculture (see Chart 7 below). 

 Chart 6: Number and Share of ILO MSD Operations 
per Region 
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https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_emp/documents/publication/wcms_732597.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/empent/Projects/the-lab/WCMS_695028/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/budapest/what-we-do/projects/WCMS_751637/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/budapest/what-we-do/projects/WCMS_751637/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/empent/Projects/the-lab/WCMS_652327/lang--en/index.htm
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 Chart 7: Number of ILO MSD Project Operations by Sector and Activity Status 

 

Moreover, there are two other sectors that stand out in 
ILO’s Project portfolio and thus warrant mention: tourism 
and construction, which constituted the sector foci for 5 ILO 
projects each (for a construction sector example, see Box 6 
below). Lastly, it is interesting to note that approximately 
half of all ILO MSD projects have had multiple sector foci, 
which is not uncommon for MSD projects that tend to work 
with ‘portfolios’ of interventions within and across different 
sectors and value chains. 

2.3 Project Objectives 

In looking at project objectives, job creation and income 
generation have been the two major decent work 
objectives of ILO MSD Operations – which should not come 
as a surprise, given that those are the two major objectives 

that are most common in MSD in general. The ILO has 
nevertheless covered substantial ground in terms of 
extending the application of MSD to other areas of decent 
work, including towards addressing poor working 
conditions, skills development, the informally employed or 
even fighting the root causes of child labour (see Box 6). 

Additionally, various ILO MSD projects have included 
additional objectives complementary to Decent Work such 
as local economic development or green economy related 
objectives, with four such projects having started since 
2018. Here, projects have been geared either towards 
supporting the development of green sectors such as 
renewable energy or waste management, or greening and 
increasing climate resilience of conventional sectors such 
as agriculture and construction (see Box 6).
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 Box 6: Addressing Decent Work Aspects and Objectives beyond the Traditional Realm of MSD 

Skills Development for Renewable Energy in Zambia: The Skills for the Renewable Energy Sector Project (SkiDRES) 
was a Sida-funded pilot project that ran from April 2019 to October 2020. The project, which blended a Public Private 
Development Partnership (PPDP) approach with MSD, notably used market systems analysis (MSA) to better understand 
the country’s renewable energy and energy efficiency sectors and, more specifically, the underlying causes of weak 
relevant skills supply and demand. The MSA of this skills market notably pointed towards poor marketing and 
awareness of skills development opportunities, lack of demand-side financing options for those eager to learn, and lack 
of coordination between donor funded programmes and private sector skills providers. 

Working Conditions for Informally Employed in Rwanda’s Construction Sector: Promoting Decent Work in 
Rwanda’s Informal Economy was a Sida-funded project, whose objectives were to improve working conditions of 
informal workers in the country’s building construction sector – in which 98% of the workforce was informally employed 
– and in the garments sector – in which most businesses and their workers were informal. In the construction sector, 
the project identified cost-centric government procurement practices as a key constraint, as these did not take into 
account criteria relative to occupational safety and health or any other working condition, and thus drove construction 
companies to cost-cutting measures in an attempt to remain competitive. Beyond this, ILO also worked to develop 
private-sector driven training models, such as in an intervention where paint sellers provided training to prospective 
painters as a marketing tool through which to secure a future customer base and ultimately increase sales. This had 
the potential to provide an avenue for the lowest skilled workers to access higher-skilled jobs (as painters) that offered 
higher pay but also better working conditions including greater job stability. 

MSA Identified Root Causes of Child Labour in Brazil’s Cocoa Sector: “Promotion and Implementation of 
Fundamental Principles and Rights at work in Brazil” is an ILO project designed to tackle slave and child labour in the 
cocoa value chain by combining both human rights-based and livelihood interventions. To this end, the project 
conducted a thorough MSA of the value chain, identifying where child labour was most prevalent, its root causes and 
how its incidence might be reduced. Here, the project honed in on the low prices offered to cocoa farmers by the 
powerful intermediaries that transported produce to market. It found that levelling the playing field at the transport 
stage could support improved pricing for farmers and hence ultimately help diminish incidence of child labour. 

Green Opportunities in Tanzania’s Horticulture Sector: In Tanzania, the ILO Green Jobs programme partnered with 
Sida to conduct a market systems analysis in the horticulture sector to unearth value chain development opportunities, 
to advance decent work for women and men while contributing to increased environmental sustainability and climate 
resilience. The analysis identified various win-win opportunities including support for the diffusion of resource-efficient 
irrigation technologies and environmentally sound good agricultural practices, as well as strategic issues to ensure 
gender-inclusive solutions such as involvement of women’s farmers groups as partners. 

Lastly, most – if not all – MSD project interventions have 
focused on promoting systemic change by working at their 
focal market system’s core value chain, for example 
through strengthening linkages between smallholder 
farmers and buyers, or by working on improving various 
supporting functions, such as input provision, skills 
development or business development services. 
Additionally, there have been various cases where ILO MSD 

project interventions have promoted changes to the ‘rules 
of the game’, which are often perceived as more 
challenging and time consuming to address, but can deliver 
significant impact. In particular, as suggested by Box 7, 
they can be vital for achieving change in behavioural 
practices and thus alter the functioning of at least parts of 
the market system in question.

 

https://www.ilo.org/africa/countries-covered/mozambique/WCMS_756873/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/brasilia/publicacoes/WCMS_748400/lang--pt/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/empent/Projects/the-lab/WCMS_754473/lang--en/index.htm
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 Box 7: Working to Change the Rules of the Game 

Support of Food Safety Standards for Exports: In the grape sector, the Road to Jobs project in Afghanistan identified 
compliance with international food safety standards as a key opportunity to improve local producers’ access to higher 
value export markets. As a result, Road to Jobs went on to work with the Control Union, a private certification company, 
to help a grape producer meet the Hazard Analysis and Critical Control Point (HACCP) food safety standard and acquire 
HACCP certification for its product. The product could then be sold abroad, such as in India, reaping prices greater than 
those offered locally. Since then, there has been an uptick in interest in applying export standards and going through 
the certification process among other local companies with export capabilities. This suggests a systemic change may 
be taking place if this becomes a more wide-spread new practice. 

Support of Local Public-Private Dialogue (PPD): A major initiative of the Enter-Growth project in Sri Lanka was its 
support for the establishment of Micro and Small Enterprise (MSE) Forums in each of the four districts where it operated. 
These Forums brought together representatives from the government, private sector and NGOs to increase public-
private dialogue, which at the time was weak if not inexistent. Over the course of the project, these Forums constituted 
key interfaces via which Enter-Growth collaborated with local stakeholders to ensure a locally led and participatory 
approach. Moreover, as intended, all four forums contributed – albeit to varying degrees – to improved relations 
between government and the private sector, the organization of trade fairs, international study tours and other events, 
and to addressing various priority MSE challenges. These Forums for instance played a key role in ultimately reducing 
checkpoint delays in domestic transportation, which was causing high fish mortality, and in increasing government 
support for the ornamental fish sector in the form of training and grants for setup. Ten years after the project closed, 
in 2019, while most of these Forums had been dissolved as their functions had mostly been taken up by other 
organizations, the one in Anuradhapura district remains and is as active as ever, contributing to PPD at a vastly 
improved level compared to when Enter-Growth began operations. 

Conclusions 

Overall, the ILO has made significant strides in the MSD 
realm since its first attempts at using the approach in 
practice – extending its operational application to a 
plethora of decent work aspects and, along the way, 
building up a substantial, growing and diversified portfolio 
of ILO MSD projects and other MSD operations ranging 
across many different sectors and regions. 

As noted in the Lab’s final evaluation, interest in the MSD 
approach within the ILO has often centred on its analytical 
framework and analytical tools. However, overall, the 
considerable and growing number of ILO MSD project 
interventions suggest that the ILO’s ability to use the 
approach in implementation in increasingly innovative 
ways has increased significantly over time and that this 
increased ability has been recognised within both ILO and 
the wider donor community.  

Based on the patterns and trends in its MSD portfolio of 
operations, ILO now appears to be particularly well 
positioned to deliver on two major areas of MSD practice. 
Firstly, regarding the application of MSD in fragile and 
conflict settings, notably in supporting refugees and host 
communities, which shows the relevance of MSD for more  

& better jobs in crisis, recovery and for resilience and that 
ILO can make a key contribution. Secondly, in the use of 
MSD interventions “blended” within large projects 
integrating other non-MSD types of programming, thus 
combining ILO capabilities in MSD and beyond.  

The tendency to integrate the MSD approach in broader 
projects also suggests that MSD is crossing over silos of 
traditional value chain development practice and gradually 
becoming institutionalised into ILO’s operational practice. 
This can be further developed and strengthen ILO’s 
contribution, in particular if the cross-cutting application of 
the approach is deepened and its integration made all the 
more consistent and systematic.  The fact that the ILO does 
not currently have any solely MSD focused projects in its 
portfolio, on the other hand, suggests that there may be 
various limitations to using the MSD approach consistently 
throughout projects within ILO. 

Together with the significance, growth and diversity of its 
MSD portfolio, this shows that the ILO has reached a stage 
where it has already explored many different practice areas 
for the MSD approach, which can serve as the basis for 
pointing out a strategic direction for its MSD portfolio going 
forward.

 

https://www.ilo.org/empent/Projects/the-lab/WCMS_762483/lang--en/index.htm


 

 Box 8: Where can I learn more about ILO’s work on the MSD approach? 

To find out more about ILO’s work on the MSD approach, the following webpages provide overviews of ILO’s: 

1. Systemic Approach to Value Chain Development,  

2. The Lab – Market Systems Development for Decent Work, and 

3. Approach to Inclusive Market Systems for Refugees and Host Communities.  

Here you can find short videos, numerous published MSD analyses, research briefs, practical tools and other material.  

Key practitioner’s guidance materials include: 

Guide: Value Chain Development for Decent Work – The 3rd edition of the ILO VCD guide updates this flagship 
publication and provides an overview of and practical guide for how to take a systems approach to value chain 
development with the objective of creating more and better jobs. Although other manuals on value chain development 
(VCD) already exist, the aim of this Guide is to strengthen the focus on decent work and to use the MSD approach to 
promote that in an inclusive and sustainable manner with impact of scale. 

Policy Brief: A Systemic Approach to Creating More and Better Jobs – This brief is aimed at ILO constituents and 
technical cooperation projects who are interested in using a systemic approach to bring about widespread and long-
lasting decent work outcomes for workers and enterprises. 

Guide: Market-Based Livelihood Interventions for Refugees: This guide was jointly developed by ILO and UNHCR as 
a practical tool for ILO and UNHCR staff and other practitioners working at the humanitarian-development nexus. It 
outlines the Approach to Inclusive Market Systems for Refugees and Host Communities (AIMS) framework to help 
practitioners determine the right combination of interventions to arrive at a holistic approach that is well adapted to 
the local context and labour market. 

ILO’s MSD Network: The ILO MSD Network is an ILO-internal community of practice in the area of Market Systems 
Development (MSD). The network serves as a platform for exchange and learning about the MSD approach and its 
practical application among peers – project staff as well as technical advisors and others working with or interested in 
the MSD approach within the ILO. It also serves to promote the MSD approach and reach out to colleagues across the 
organisation. It organises monthly webinars, has a monthly newsletter and engages in a host of other activities. 

Contact Us: The MSD Network is hosted by, and the MSD approach and its application to VCD, AIMS and Decent Work 
etc. is led by the Inclusive Markets and Value Chains team at the SME Unit of ILO’s Enterprises Department. The team 
is headed by Merten Sievers, who can be contacted for additional information at sievers@ilo.org. 

 

https://www.ilo.org/empent/areas/value-chain-development-vcd/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/empent/Projects/the-lab/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/empent/Projects/refugee-livelihoods/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/empent/areas/value-chain-development-vcd/briefs-and-guides/WCMS_434362/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_emp/---emp_ent/---ifp_seed/documents/publication/wcms_732124.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/empent/Projects/refugee-livelihoods/WCMS_634395/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/empent/Projects/refugee-livelihoods/lang--en/index.htm
mailto:sievers@ilo.org

