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INDIA’S SOIL HEALTH CARD SCHEME

• 85 Million USD Scheme launched by the Government of  

India in 2015 

• Cards to carry information on crop-wise application of  inputs 

(fertilizers and micro-nutrients) 

• Factcheck - Indian agriculture currently faces double whammy 

of  both over-utilization of  important but cheap fertilizers and 

severe under-utilization of  relevant micronutrients 



IMPLICIT ASSUMPTIONS

• Soil health cards convey meaningful and useful 

information about soil quality and fertilizer application

• Smallholder farmers will be able to understand the 

contents of  the soil health card

• Smallholder farmers will trust the quality and reliability 

of  the information provided

• The information will alter farmers’ preferences for best 

mix of  fertilizers

• No other constraints inhibit farmers ability to act on 

these altered preferences. 



IFPRI’S RESEARCH

• To better understand the relevance of  the SHC’s IFPRI 

conducted a study in 2015-16 

• We found no effect of  SHC on change in fertilizer application 

• Self-reported reasons for ‘status-quo’ application include –

“recommended doses in the SHC lower than current usage, 

so can’t risk getting lower yields” 

“could not understand the recommendations” 

“never looked at the card after receiving it”

• Motivation to generate rapid evidence to provide relevant 

information to the policymakers



EXAMPLE













End-users of Soil Health Cards  



WHAT DID WE DO

• Conducted user-tests with end-users of  the

scheme i.e., farmers in 2 states of  India 

• This methodology is used to test communication 

materials with end-users, actively involving them in 

the process

• Detailed FGD’s with over 200 farmers and in-persons 

surveys with 56 farmers, including women 

• Tested current government’s soil health cards with 

respondents



WHAT DID WE FIND
• Around 40% of  our sample farmers had not 

received the cards at all 

• Of  the 60% who received, only 20% had taken a look 

at it, but not understood. Those who understood did 

not trust the recommendations 

• Others stored it safely in their cupboards with land 

record papers 

• Those who had received the cards read it for the first 

time in front of  the research team

• Essentially same results from the previous study!



WHAT DID WE DO….AGAIN

• Hired a design expert who was not a scientist !! 

• Included more graphics into the design 

• Changed font sizes 

• Used local terms and not scientific notation 

• Included contact details for further query 

• Included symbols for levels instead of  numbers, and many 

more… 

• Tested current government’s soil health cards with 

respondents, redesigned, retested, redesigned, retested, 

redesigned, retested…..



OUTCOMES

• A thoroughly tested new design of  soil health 

card, with a state agricultural university 

• Evidence on interpretability, ease of  handling and 

trust amongst end-users 

• Adoption by our partner State Agricultural 

University, acceptance of  the need for change by the 

Union Ministry of  Agriculture and willingness to 

adopt



WHAT WAS DIFFERENT?

• Collaboration with a state agricultural university 

in the entire process – ready buy-in of  results! 

• Rapid results– not an RCT that would run for several 

years (an RCT is still needed!) 

• Scalable across the country with little modification 

needed 

• We have other ongoing studies to understand what 

would motivate farmers to change behaviour – this 

study allowed us to build trust within the stakeholders 
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