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Capacity Development for 
Agricultural Innovation  
Systems at a Glance

Agricultural innovation is critical for increasing agricultural productivity as well as for 
sustainability of agricultural systems. Innovation, however, cannot rely solely on spin-offs 
from foreign research. It requires endogenous capacities to generate, systematize, and 
adapt knowledge as well as to adopt and up-scale new practices. 

An Agricultural Innovation System (AIS) is a network of actors or organizations, and 
individuals, together with supporting institutions and policies in the agricultural and re-
lated sectors, which bring existing or new products, processes, and forms of organiza-
tion into social and economic use. Policies and institutions (formal and informal) shape 
the way that these actors interact, generate, share and use knowledge as well as jointly 
learn. 

Capacity Development for Agricultural Innovation Systems (CD for AIS) enables joint 
learning and co-creation and new uses of knowledge for social change and enhances 
the interactions between actors. It is also about creating an enabling environment for 
such interaction, learning and innovation, based not only on conducive formal law and 
regulations, but also on informal values, attitudes and behaviours. It aims at changing 
people’s behaviour and developing of more sustainable practices that bring about soci-
etal transformation.



ix

Principles of CD for AIS

Capacity Development (CD) is necessary to enhance interaction, build trust and create 
synergy between research institutions and public and private sector actors, smallholder 
farmers and development organizations to enable them address a whole range of activi-
ties, investments and policies and avail of opportunities to make change happen.
•	CD for AIS interventions must respond to expressed needs of actors. It cannot be 

designed and implemented by external actors with a well-defined and standardized 
set of products and services.
•	CD for AIS is an endogenous process and ownership by local actors is paramount 

to its success; collective energy, motivation and commitment of stakeholders to en-
gage in a process of change are crucial.
•	CD for AIS is not politically neutral, it involves questioning and sometimes upsetting 

the status quo and may lead to conflict; it therefore needs strong, facilitative leader-
ship and commitment.
•	CD for AIS is an iterative process rather than a one-off time-bound intervention. Ca-

pacity needs of today will change tomorrow based on experience gained in the face 
of new challenges or emerging opportunities.
•	CD for AIS is a multi-dimensional and multi-actor process that goes well beyond the 

direct transfer of knowledge and skills at the individual level and addresses in an 
integrated manner organizational and institutional dimensions.
•	CD for AIS interventions go beyond improving immediate performance. They develop 

the capacity to adapt to new and constantly changing environments, to learn and 
analyse the internal and external context and to relate and build partnerships and 
pro-actively plan the future.
•	CD for AIS is context-specific. No blueprint or one-size-fits-all recipe can be applied.

CD for AIS is built around 4 + 1 specific functional capacities essential for effective AIS 
and relevant to all three dimensions of CD (individual, organizational and enabling envi-
ronment). The four fundamental capacities are:
•	Capacity to Navigate Complexity; 
•	Capacity to Collaborate;
•	Capacity to Reflect and Learn; and 
•	Capacity to Engage in Strategic and Political Processes.

These four capacities are the basis for an overarching fifth capacity, namely to Adapt 
and Respond in order to Realize the Potential of Innovation, shifting focus from reactive 
problem solving to co-creating the future. 
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Agricultural development processes increas-
ingly involve complex undertakings that are 
influenced by the dynamic interaction of envi-
ronmental and socio-economic factors, such 
as trade liberalization and demands of global 
markets, urbanization, climate change, ag-
ricultural intensification, concentration and 
vertical integration of food production and 
consumption as well as food safety standards 
and the need to ensure equitable benefits to 
actors along value-chains (World Bank, 2007; 
IAASTD, 2009; FAO, 2014). There is general 
agreement that bringing together multiple 
actors within and beyond the agricultural 
sector, taking into consideration their vari-
ous perspectives and experiences, is key to 
agricultural innovation to meet these chal-
lenges. Many countries, however, are not fully 
exploiting their potential for innovation to pro-
mote agricultural productivity, market com-
petiveness and sustainability. Strengthening 
the capacity of individuals and organizations 
as well as that of the enabling environment 
in which they are embedded is required to ac-
tively promote agricultural innovation. 

In 2012, the Agriculture Ministers of the 
G20 called for the creation of the Tropical Ag-
riculture Platform (TAP), a facilitation mecha-
nism with the strategic goal of strengthen-
ing coherence and relevance of regional and 
international CD programmes in support of 
agricultural innovation and contributing to 
the development of national capacities for 
agricultural innovation in the tropics. Whilst 
the aim of TAP is to improve the overall per-
formance of the agricultural system, the fo-
cus is particularly on the benefits for small- 
and medium-scale producers, as well as for 
small- and medium-scale enterprises in the 
agribusiness sector.1 

The TAP Action Plan includes the develop-
ment of a Common Framework on Capacity 
Development for Agricultural Innovation sys-
tems (CD for AIS) in order to harmonize the 
diversity of approaches to CD for agricultural 
innovation of various development actors.2 

The TAP Common Framework should maxi-
mize efforts and investments of different do-
nors and technical cooperation agencies, fa-
cilitating the coordination among them with 
regards to CD for AIS. 

The Common Framework builds on an in-
depth study of the innovation system litera-
ture. The conceptual background is presented 
in the document “Capacity for Change, CD for 
Agricultural Innovation Systems (CD for AIS), 
Concepts, Principles and Approach”. It high-
lights the need to not only address the individ-
ual and organizational dimensions of CD, but 
to also explicitly consider the role of the ena-
bling environment. The three dimensions (in-
dividual, organizational and the enabling en-
vironment) are understood to “influence each 
other in a fluid way” – the strength of each 
depending on, and determining the strength 
of the others” (UNDP 2011). The Common 
Framework calls for an integrated approach 
that addresses the inter-related individual, 
organizational and enabling environment di-
mensions in order to ensure the success of 
CD for AIS efforts. 

To achieve this integration and to allow for 
system-wide learning from multiple strands 
of interventions, a dual pathways approach 
is proposed. This approach brings together 
system-level interaction and the implemen-
tation of “innovation niches” to address the 
CD needs of different innovation actors and to 
ensure system-wide learning. The Common 
Framework puts forward a cycle of five main 

1	 For a full description of the Tropical Agricultural Platform membership, objectives, overall approach and plan of work 
see http://www.fao.org/in-action/tropical-agriculture-platform/en/

2	 For a full presentation of the approved Action Plan see http://www.fao.org/3/a-bc455e.pdf
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stages: galvanizing the commitment of key 
stakeholders; development of an AIS shared 
vision by multiple actors within the system; a 
comprehensive capacity needs assessment; 
design of a CD strategy and action plan; and, 
finally, the implementation of the CD strat-
egy. A number of complementary actions cut 
across the whole CD for AIS cycle, namely 
facilitation, learning and documentation, as 
well as monitoring and evaluation. 

The present document complements vol-
ume 1 of the Common Framework, the con-
ceptual background document, and is di-
vided into two sections. Part one provides a 
brief recap of the conceptual underpinnings 
and principles of CD for AIS and presents 
the integrated approach to system-wide CD 
and system-wide learning in the individual, 
organizational and enabling environment di-
mensions − i.e. the dual pathways approach. 
Part two provides a more detailed guide to 

operationalization of the proposed dual path-
ways approach as well as to monitoring and 
evaluation. It offers a toolbox of select tools 
that may be useful at the different stages of 
the CD for AIS cycle.

This guidance note is regarded as provi-
sional. The dual-pathway approach and the 
system-wide learning it implies is yet to be pi-
loted and contextualized to the reality of indi-
vidual countries. Piloting will inform the fur-
ther development of ways in which a Common 
Framework on CD for AIS can be operational-
ized. This guidance note on operationalization 
of the Common Framework sets out stages in 
a CD cycle. These should not be regarded as 
prescriptive. One of the key capacities in CD 
for AIS is the capacity to adapt and respond to 
local context, opportunities and challenges. 
Hence the operationalization of the Common 
Framework should be approached with flex-
ibility and creativity. 
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Agricultural innovation is critical for increas-
ing agricultural productivity and output, and 
for improving farmer incomes to ultimately 
reduce poverty, as well as ensuring food se-
curity and healthy nutrition, competitiveness 
and sustainability of the agricultural and re-
lated sectors. Addressing the complexity and 
dynamics of agricultural development re-
quires that innovation in agriculture and rural 
development be based on multi-stakeholder 
interaction, viewing agriculture from multiple 
perspectives and disciplines.

2.1 Defining the Agricultural  
Innovation System

Agricultural innovation is the process where-
by individuals or organizations bring existing 
or new products, processes and forms of or-
ganization into social and economic use to 
increase effectiveness, competitiveness, re-
silience to shocks or environmental sustain-
ability, thereby contributing to food and nu-
tritional security, economic development and 
sustainable natural resource management.

It is necessary to emphasize the distinction 
between ‘invention’ and ‘innovation’. Inven-
tion is seen as a novel idea that has been given 
form, such as a diagram, model or technology, 
and has potential for application. Innovation, in 
contrast, may take different forms (e.g. a prod-
uct, a process, a service or new organizational 
form). It should be useful in a given context and 

demonstrate practical application at scale. Ag-
ricultural innovation covers technological, so-
cial, economic, organizational and institutional 
dimensions of change. ‘Institutional dimen-
sion’ refers to the formal and informal rules, 
as well as beliefs, values and frameworks for 
understanding, that create stability and order 
within the system. This is often referred to as 
the ‘enabling environment’. Agricultural inno-
vation takes place within a dynamic network of 
actors – individuals and organizations – fos-
tering interaction and learning through adap-
tation and responsiveness to emerging chal-
lenges and opportunities.
An Agricultural Innovation System (AIS) is a 
network of actors − individuals or organiza-
tions − which together with supporting insti-
tutions and policies in the agricultural and re-
lated sectors, bring existing or new products, 
processes, and forms of organization into 
social and economic use. Policies and insti-
tutions (formal and informal) shape the way 
that these actors interact, generate, share 
and use knowledge as well as jointly learn. 

The AIS can be divided into four compo-
nents: research and education; bridging in-
stitutions; business and enterprise; and the 
enabling environment, which encompass 
all of the various actors (farmers, and farm-
ers’ organizations, agribusiness, processors, 
marketers, transporters, input suppliers, 
policy-makers, regulatory agencies, research-
ers, service providers, extension services, civil 
society organizations and others) involved di-

2.1	 Defining the Agricultural Innovation System	 5
2.2	 Defining Capacity Development	 8
2.3	 Dimensions of Capacity Development	 9
2.4	 The Capacity for Change	 10







Common Framework on Capacity Development for Agricultural Innovation Systems | Guidance Note on Operationalization 

6

rectly or indirectly in agricultural production, 
processing, marketing, distribution and trade 
(see Figure 2.1).

Agricultural innovation requires the con-
scious provision of space for networking and 
facilitation of the interaction among the mul-
tiple actors in the system. Such multi-stake-
holder processes aim at building trust and 
mutual understanding, stimulating collective 
learning, and creating the conditions for col-
lective decision-making and action leading 
to innovation. Strengthening the AIS requires 
going beyond the production, exchange and 
use of knowledge created through the inter-
action of actors. It is needed also to foster: 
“entrepreneurship, developing a vision for 

change, mobilizing resources, building legiti-
macy for change and overcoming resistance 
to changes. Additionally, the AIS approach 
recognizes the influential role of institutions 
(i.e. laws, regulations, attitudes, habits, prac-
tices, incentives, in shaping how actors inter-
act in innovation processes” (Devaux, Ordi-
nola and Horton, 2011). 

Basic elements of AIS
The concept of AIS is grounded in systems 
thinking. A system is understood as the in-
terconnections between people, processes 
and the environment within which they are 
situated. The system is dynamic, continu-
ally changing, and changes to one part of the 

SCIENCE ACTORS
TECHNOLOGY 
FROM OTHER 

SECTORS

Research and 
education
Agricultural Research 
(public, private, civil society)

Education (primary 
secondary, tertiary and 
vocational)

Business and 
enterprise
Agricultural Value Chain 
Actors & Organizations 
(agribusiness, 
consumers, 
agricultural producers)

Bridging 
institutions

Stakeholder 
Platforms

Agricultural Extension 
(public, private, civil society)

Contractual
Arrangements

Informal Institutions, practices, behaviours, 
mindsets and attitudes

Innovation policies & investments,
agricultural policies

AGRICULTURAL INNOVATION SYSTEM

Enabling environment

POLITICAL SYSTEM
SCIENCE AND 
TECHNOLOGY

POLICY

Figure 2.1 | Conceptual diagram of an Agricultural Innovation System 

Source: adapted from Aerni et al., 2015



Chapter 2 | CD for AIS – Concepts and Principles

7

system will inevitable change other parts of 
the system due to the interconnectedness of 
the parts. The boundaries of the system are 
fluid, and their definition will depend on the 
perspective of different individuals.

Innovation is complex and a non-linear 
process, and cannot be attributed to any in-
dividual intervention. Innovation emerges out 
of a myriad of interactions and dynamic re-
lationships, and other influencing factors. It 
cannot be planned for or predicted in a linear 
cause-and-effect logic. It implies processes 
that can engage people on a large scale, 
possibly involving hundreds of people in mul-
tiple, parallel and interlocking processes 
across a system where issues are intercon-
nected and ensuring system-wide learning 
(Burns, 2014). 

AIS requires effective partnerships based 
on trust among a broad set of actors beyond 
those of formal science and development. It 

thus necessitates coordination and collabo-
ration among a diverse set of actors with the 
aim of harnessing new ideas and mobilizing 
resources from both public and private realms 
(Leeuwis and Van den Ban, 2004; World Bank, 
2006; Pant and Hambly Odame, 2010).

The process of creating new ideas draws 
on both explicit and tacit knowledge. Tacit 
knowledge is personal knowledge embedded 
in individual experiences and involves intan-
gible factors such as personal belief, per-
spectives, and value systems, in contrast to 
explicit or codified knowledge. All actors are 
potential sources of knowledge on topics as 
diverse as cultural management practices; 
new agricultural technologies; diagnostic 
information about plant and animal disease, 
and soil-related problems; market informa-
tion on inputs and sales (prices, seller, buy-
ers, retailers); market demand and quality 
of products required for these markets; and 

Box 2.1 | Mindset shifts promoted by the TAP Common Framework

CD for AIS implies a shift from:

•	considering knowledge generation as a final objective, to using it as a means to achieve 
change; 
•	understanding of the parts to systemic understanding of the relationships between the 

parts; 
•	using mainly ‘hard systems analysis’ (improving the mechanics of the system) to includ-

ing ‘soft systems analysis’ (negotiating the meaning of the system and desirable transfor-
mations);
•	seeing participation as a question of consulting beneficiaries to realizing it is about facili-

tating engagement for interactive learning between stakeholders, resulting in joint analy-
sis, planning, and collective action; 
•	working individually to working with others, in constantly changing ad-hoc teams and 

partnerships; and
•	teaching to learning; from being taught, to learning how to learn; from individual learning 

to social learning.
Finally, CD for AIS also means a shift in the culture of research and development (R&D) 

organizations from an exclusive focus on individual merit and competition to promoting 
collaboration and teamwork within and between organizations.

Source: ICRA - International Centre for development oriented Research in Agriculture.
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land records and government policies. Re-
search is no longer the sole driver of the in-
novation process.

Knowledge management must be sensitive 
to both ‘tacit’ and ‘explicit’ or codified knowl-
edge. It involves bringing together the per-
spectives of multiple actors − the knowledge 
of each representing a piece of a complex 
puzzle − through facilitation of a collective 
process leading to new social and technical 
solutions. Tracking and documenting the 
change process is vital to ensuring the col-
lective learning among multiple actors. 

AIS involves collaborative learning, the 
process by which communities, stakeholder 
groups or societies make sense of reality in 
order to act more effectively. They learn how 
to innovate and adapt in response to chang-
ing social and environmental conditions. 
Joint learning is an integral activity to ulti-
mately achieve the desired results. It calls 
for double-loop and even triple-loop learning 
questioning underlying assumptions in or-
der to respond adequately in rapidly chang-
ing contexts (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of 
the Netherlands, 2011). Double-loop learning 
questions the assumptions or policies behind 
initial expectations (asking the question “Are 
we doing the right things”?) thus gaining in-
sight into why something does or does not 
work (Argyris, 1977). Challenging and chang-
ing underlying values and assumptions − i.e. 
triple-loop learning − is required in order to 
solve complex problems. Triple-loop learn-
ing answers the question “How do we decide 
what is right?” Or “What is the underlying as-
sumption of how change happens?”

Collaborative learning and CD are interde-
pendent, continuous and iterative processes 
building on the experience of actors, con-
tinually offering new insights. Collaborative 
learning “contributes to a ‘learning system’ 
in which people learn from and with one an-
other and, as a result, become more capable 
of withstanding setbacks, of dealing with in-

security, complexity and risks” (Beers, et al., 
2010). Development of a learning architecture 
with appropriate methodologies is essential 
to engage multiple actors involved in various 
interconnected processes. Interaction be-
tween these actors leads to changes in atti-
tudes, values and behaviour, i.e. CD. CD for 
AIS therefore emphasizes a continuous spiral 
of action, reflection, learning and revision of 
course requiring skilled facilitation.

Facilitation enhances interaction and re-
lationships of individuals, organizations, and 
their social, cultural and political structures 
through a process of network building, social 
learning and negotiation (Leeuwis and Aarts, 
2011). It is vital to enabling the interaction of 
multiple actors, foster synergy by manag-
ing these interactions linking people and re-
sources and enhancing their ability to make 
collective decisions and to implement them 
(Pyburn and Woodhill, 2014; Sulaiman et al., 
2010). 

Specialized and skilled individuals act as 
systemic intermediaries, facilitators or bro-
kers among multiple, complex relationships 
(Klerkx et al., 2012). 

Facilitation of a complex change process 
requires orientation in systemic action re-
search, to not only support actors in under-
standing and changing the systems dynamics 
and challenging their assumptions, but also 
to help connect multiple strands of learning 
processes occurring horizontally and verti-
cally across social systems, organizations 
and networks. Thus they support the imple-
mentation of a learning architecture to as-
sess the significance and importance of what 
is being learnt (Burns, 2014).

2.2 Defining Capacity Development

The OECD Development Assistance Commit-
tee defines ‘capacity’ simply as ‘the ability of 
people, organizations and society as a whole 


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to manage their affairs successfully’ (OECD 
2006). Capacity can generally be viewed as 
the ability of individuals, organizations or so-
ciety as a whole to set and implement devel-
opment objectives as well as to identify and 
meet development challenges in a sustain-
able manner (Land, 2000).
Capacity of individuals refers to the compe-
tencies − core knowledge, skills, attitudes 
and energies − needed to work effectively. 
Organizations coordinate and use individual 
competencies in such a way that their collec-
tive potential is realized, including providing 
the space for organizational learning, so as to 
adapt to changing circumstances, building ef-
fective partnerships and taking risks, as well 
as achieving organizational goals and acquir-
ing and managing the necessary resources. 
Capacity ‘emerges’ over time, influenced by 
multiple factors both internal and external 
(local, national and international), formal and 
informal (Watson, 2010). No single factor or 
constituent element – incentives, leadership, 
financial support, trained staff, knowledge, or 
structure – can by itself lead to the develop-
ment of capacity. A widely accepted definition 
of Capacity Development is that it is the pro-
cess whereby people, organizations and society 
as a whole unleash, strengthen, create, adapt 
and maintain capacity over time (OECD 2006, 
2008). The emphasis here is on process rather 
than one-off, time bound interventions. CD is 
a multi-dimensional and multi-actor process 
that goes well beyond the direct transfer of 
knowledge and skills at the individual level and 
encompasses organizational and institutional 
dimensions (Pearson, 2011). Institutional di-
mensions refer to both formal aspects such 
as laws, policies, regulations and standards 
and informal aspects such as cultural values, 
beliefs, behavioural patterns and mind-sets. 
These determine, to a large extent, the capac-

ity of individuals and organizations to be effec-
tive.3 The CD process must be an endogenous 
one, owned by the stakeholders involved if it is 
to be effective. It cannot be designed and im-
plemented by external actors applying a well-
defined and standardized set of products and 
services (Horton et al., 2003).

Whilst the immediate aim of CD is the im-
provement of performance of individuals, 
organizations and of the system so as to be 
more effective and efficient, CD interven-
tions need to go beyond improving immedi-
ate performance4 and develop the capacity to 
adapt to new and constantly changing envi-
ronments, to learn and analyse the internal 
and external context and to relate and build 
partnerships. CD, therefore, is not just about 
delivering results but about facilitating pro-
cesses to enable stakeholders avail of oppor-
tunities, build trust and take joint action, or 
‘facilitating resourcefulness’ (Ministry of For-
eign Affairs of the Netherlands, 2011).

2.3 Dimensions of Capacity 
Development

CD addresses individual, organizational, 
inter-organizational and system (or the ena-
bling environment) dimensions. These di-
mensions influence each other in a fluid way 
– the strength of each depending on, and de-
termining the strength of, the others (UNDP, 
2011). Within the context of AIS, it is pertinent 
to also stress the dimension of partnerships 
and networks that is crucial in creating that 
interconnectedness, bringing together indi-
viduals and organizations to co-create new 
knowledge and innovate. This guidance note 
emphasizes the interdependent relationship 
between all dimensions to strengthen ‘sys-
tem-wide’ capacity. 

3	C apacity is also used to refer to aspects of finance and infrastructure, which are not considered here. 
4	T he present framework uses the term “capacity to adapt and respond in order to realize the potential of innovation” 

in a way similar to “standing capacity”. This is discussed in detail below.


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The enabling environment provides a con-
ducive incentive structure and political com-
mitment so that organizations and individuals 
can sustainably improve their own capacity, 
effectively manage knowledge, learn, as well 
as coordinate and collaborate and ultimately 
innovate (Leeuwis et al., 2014). 

For the purposes of operationalizing the 
Common Framework, this guidance note, fo-
cuses specifically on the institutional space 
– “governance, regulatory and policy-making 
organizational structures” – as an integral 
part of CD efforts and system-wide learning. 
The “enabling environment of the agricultural 
innovation system” is defined as the set of 
factors that influence agricultural innovation 
but are controlled by institutional, regulatory 
and policy domains other than those directly 
linked to agricultural innovation. 

2.4 The Capacity for Change

CD approaches have focused largely on indi-
vidual and organizational capacities, distin-

guishing between technical and functional ca-
pacities. Both effective functional and technical 
capacities are essential for individuals and or-
ganizations to achieve their set developmental 
goals. Technical capacity refers to knowledge 
and skills that are task- or mandate-specific, 
linked to organizational objectives and goals. 
Functional capacities are the skills, knowl-
edge, attitudes and behaviour needed to utilize 
and coordinate technical capacities so that 
individuals and organizations work effectively. 
They may include, for instance, strategic plan-
ning and programme implementation, ability to 
formulate and implement relevant policies and 
norms, capacity to harness and manage knowl-
edge, the ability to build and maintain partner-
ships, strong leadership, or the ability to navi-
gate the political dimensions of organizations. 
CD for AIS is partly about functional expertise, 
but also about system cohesion and energy. 
CD for AIS must therefore enable the creation 
of synergy between research institutions and 
public and private sector actors, small-scale 
farmers and development organizations, and 
enable innovation actors to address a whole 
range of activities, investments and policies 
that make change happen, while improving 
the way the different elements work together, 
take action and ensure iterative learning of the 
innovation system, continuously revisiting per-
formance and how it is managed. To develop 
the overall capacity of the agricultural innova-
tion system, with its various actors, incentives, 
norms, and processes, and to build more ef-
fective and dynamic relationships among mul-
tiple actors and to ‘facilitate resourcefulness’, 
the Common Framework identifies four + one 
specific functional capacities essential for ef-
fective AIS and relevant to all dimensions of 
CD.5 The four fundamental capacities are:
•	Capacity to Navigate Complexity re-

quires a shift in mind-sets, attitudes 

Figure 2.2 | The 3 Dimensions of Capacity Development

Organizations

Individuals

Enabling environment

Source: FAO 2010.

5	T hese capacities are adapted from four capacities originally put forward by Jim Woodhill for institutional innovation 
(Woodhill, 2010). The authors also acknowledge the influence of the Five Capabilities framework developed by the 
ECDPM that has also informed the thinking around capacities for AIS (Baser and Morgan, 2008).
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and behaviours to comprehend the 
larger system and to create an un-
derstanding of the whole system, as 
well as a shift from mainly reduc-
tionist understanding of the parts, to 
systemic understanding of the rela-
tionships between the parts, viewing 
change as an emerging property that 
cannot be predicted or planned for in 
a linear fashion.
•	Capacity to Collaborate, enabling ac-

tors to understand each other’s per-
spectives, resolving conflicts and diver-
sity in order to combine individual skills 
and knowledge, and create an aware-
ness of their complementarity; building 
synergetic partnerships and networks 
to enhance collaboration. It also in-
volves communication skills and strat-
egies, both internally and externally.
•	Capacity to Reflect and Learn, bring-

ing stakeholders together, designing 
and leading processes of critical re-
flection and following double-loop and 
triple-loop learning processes, leading 
to action and change; this requires re-
spect for different opinions and an at-
mosphere of trust for those opinions to 
be voiced. It also requires a systematic 
tracking of processes and progress to 
enable reflection to take place. Inter-

ventions need to be sufficiently flexible 
and adaptable to changing conditions, 
with analysis undertaken in an itera-
tive fashion as well as promoting ex-
perimentation and risk taking. 
•	Capacity to Engage in Strategic and 

Political Processes. CD for transfor-
mational change is inherently politi-
cal, and involves questioning the sta-
tus quo. Power relations need to be 
understood for a number of dimen-
sions, including: economic interests, 
the balance of power among elites, 
and civil society-state relations. Un-
derstanding and influencing the poli-
tics and power relations between in-
dividuals, within organizations and in 
the wider society, is crucial for bring-
ing about new forms of interaction 
among stakeholders. It includes the 
conscious empowerment of vulner-
able and often marginalized groups. 

Figure 2.3 shows that these four capacities 
form the core of an overarching Capacity to 
Adapt and Respond in order to Realize the 
Potential of Innovation, shifting focus from 
reactive problem solving to co-creating the 
future. This requires facilitative leadership to 
enable all of the above to happen. The five ca-
pacities are interdependent and are relevant 
for all three dimensions of CD.

Capacity to Engage in Strategic 
and Political Processes

Capacity to Adapt and 
Respond in order to Realize 
the Potential of Innovation

Capacity to Navigate 
Complexity

Capacity to Collaborate

Capacity to Reflect and Learn

Figure 2.3 | The 4 + 1 Capacities
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A multi-level, conceptual approach (see Fig-
ure 3.1) aimed at developing capacity for ef-
fective AIS is proposed here. The approach 
is based on a view of innovation as a process 
of interactive development of technology, 
practices, markets and institutions within a 
system or networks of actors. Interaction be-
tween actors leads to the emergence of new 
insights, practices, processes or ways of in-
teracting within a dominant production sys-
tem or commodity value chain. 

The conceptual model set out in Figure 3.1 
proposes two, interrelated processes at two 
levels of CD, the:
•	Innovation Niche: The niche – the lo-

cus of learning, experimentation and 
micro-level transformation – devel-
ops innovations that have the poten-
tial to seed sustainable transforma-
tion. Innovation niches are spaces in 
which small groups or networks of 
AIS actors become part of a learn-
ing process, through which alterna-
tive socio-technical practices can be 
experimented with and developed in 
such a way that they subsequently 
inform and influence mainstream 
transformation (Hall et al., 2010). In-
novation niches allocate time, knowl-
edge, capabilities, and resources to 
alternative socio-technical practice, 
from which lessons are generated 
and disseminated. Such lessons, 
however, need to be acted upon in 
networks wherein societal process-
es (e.g. capital formation, set-up of 
distribution, dissemination of knowl-
edge, gaining user acceptance) are 
activated. The innovation niche may 

be an established or a newly created 
network of actors. CD takes place 
around a specific innovation agenda, 
such as food safety, nutritional se-
curity, climate-smart agriculture, 
curriculum for life-long learning in 
agriculture and food, farmers’ mar-
ket groups, food processing, or con-
straints within a value chain, etc. 
•	Systems: At this level, focus is on 

the functionalities and performance 
of the system as a whole, without 
emphasis on any specific actors, or 
types of changes. The wider system of 
which the niche is a part consists of 
the multiple and diverse actors with-
in the boundaries of a defined AIS. 
Learning from the innovation niche is 
one input to inform actors at system 
level in their own interactions to cre-
ate an enabling environment for AIS. 
CD at system level recognizes social, 
cultural and political structures, in 
which power relations, social and 
institutional dimensions determine 
opportunities for different groups of 
actors to initiate an innovation niche, 
and to act upon the interventions to 
attain sustainability.

A purposeful intervention is necessary that, 
on the one hand, enhances capacities of indi-
viduals and organizations (actors or facilita-
tors in the innovation niche), and on the other 
hand enhances capacities of other social, in-
stitutional and political actors to improve the 
enabling environment. The CD of individuals 
and organizations will be linked to their in-
volvement within niches or at system level. 
The conceptual approach takes into consid-

3.1	 Learning architecture	 14
3.2	 Outcomes	 15
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eration the development of capacities of dif-
ferent dimensions (individual – organizational 
− enabling environment), tracking synergies 
and inter-relationships among these dimen-
sions. Complementary pathways of change 
enable each dimension and their interaction 
to be addressed.

Figure 3.1 illustrates how the conven-
tional disconnect between actors and in-
terventions at system and subsystem levels 
can be overcome. Working through innova-
tion niches as networks of AIS actors, joint 
learning and innovation at local level is 
achieved. These niches, and the organiza-
tions linked, to them are supported through 
CD interventions. Similarly, at system level, 
the CD cycle ensures interaction of actors. 
Linking the two levels through a learning 
architecture leading to system-wide learn-
ing and strengthening of the AIS. Strength-

ening of the overarching capacity to adapt 
and respond to realize the potential of in-
novation will result in trust building, new 
networks, and partnerships to create an 
effective AIS, and thus ultimately improving 
people’s livelihoods. The process is however 
not a straightforward, linear one, and sev-
eral enabling conditions (such as individual 
attitudes, technical competency, biophysical 
environment, organizational and institution-
al culture and capacity, as well as policy en-
vironment and market conditions) will influ-
ence the interaction of individuals within the 
system and the system as a whole.

3.1 Learning architecture

The multi-level perspectives will provide use-
ful insights into the underlying dimensions 

System level

Niche level

Niche level

Niche level

En
ab

lin
g 

en
vi

ro
nm

ent
Or

ga
ni

za
tio

ns

Individuals

Figure 3.1 | A conceptual approach to CD for AIS
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of change. This calls for the development of 
a learning architecture to bring together the 
learning from multiple, parallel and inter-
locking innovation niches across the system, 
with interconnected issues. This might involve 
hundreds of people and several dozen organi-
zations and networks (see Burns, 2014). 

Within the niche, interaction and iterative 
learning processes among the interested 
actors will be put in place. Experimentation 
allows for risks of failure and for learning 
at multiple dimensions − technical aspects; 
market and user preferences; partnerships 
and networks (e.g. infrastructure, mainte-
nance, production and knowledge); regula-
tions and government policy; societal; and 
environmental effects. Learning should not 
only be directed at the accumulation of facts 
and data (a focus on technical experimenta-
tion), but also address change in attitudes 
and re-visiting assumptions (socio-institu-
tional). An innovation niche gains momentum 
(opportunities created for wider application) 
as the process of learning and critical reflec-
tion unfolds and new ideas arise. 

3.2 Outcomes

Whilst strengthening the AIS benefits different 
actors in the system, it is important to stress 
that CD for AIS aims ultimately at improving 
the livelihoods of small-scale producers, as 
well as small-scale entrepreneurs, to ensure 
more equitable distribution of the benefits of 
an improved system. 

The conceptual approach identifies two 
levels of outcomes: short-term, learning 
outcomes linked to the capacities to adapt 
and respond. These are issues of immediate 
changes and may be achieved within a short 
time. In contrast, long-term outcomes involve 
changes requiring effective functioning of the 
AIS for improved livelihoods, which generally 

require considerable time to take effect. It 
will be important that the actors themselves 
identify the expected and desired outcomes at 
niche and system levels.
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In many countries in the tropics, CD for AIS-
related initiatives are well underway (such 
as the promotion of innovation platforms, 
creation of innovation research institutes or 
innovation departments within Ministries of 
Agriculture as well as new curriculum devel-
opment for agricultural courses). Such initia-
tives are, however, frequently implemented in 
a “watering-can” manner with little thought 
given to the possible synergies among them, 
or mechanisms for learning and CD across 
the system. A central challenge to CD for AIS 
is indeed how it can be employed systemically 
across the whole research, innovation and 
development spectrum, changing both mind-
sets and policies that shape the process 
(Mbabu and Hall, 2012) and not just be con-
fined to piecemeal “pilot projects” addressing 
individual components of the whole system. 
In particular, the underlying assumption that 
by addressing individual and organizational 
capacities, the enabling environment (institu-
tional arrangements and policies) will some-
how adapt still seems to prevail. Hawkins et 
al. (2009) suggest that not only is the creation 
of favourable organizational and institutional 
environments critical for agricultural innova-
tion, it is lack of progress in this regard that is 
the main reason it remains largely at the level 
of “pilot projects”.

CD for AIS is about enhancing interactions 
among actors, with creation and new uses of 
knowledge (i.e. innovation) in order to bring 
about social change, as well as about institu-
tional development to create an enabling en-
vironment for such interaction, learning and 
innovation. Learning is aimed at changing 
people’s behaviour and the development of 
more sustainable practices as well as build-
ing capacity of actors to bring about societal 
transformation. Enabling interaction between 
actors in the agricultural innovation system is 
therefore core to CD for AIS. 

The Capacity to Navigate Complexity; the 
Capacity to Collaborate; the Capacity to Re-
flect and Learn; the Capacity to Engage in 
Strategic and Political Processes; together 
with the overarching Capacity to Adapt and 
Respond – all these can be strengthened 
through upgrading skills, expertise, compe-
tencies and confidence of individual actors; 
improving processes and incentives within or-
ganizations, businesses and actor groups to 
be involved; creating an environment in which 
actors actively interact, exchange new ideas 
and expertise, and collaborate (Gildemacher 
and Wongtschowski, 2015). 

Whilst, individuals need to acquire relevant 
knowledge and skills to develop the capacity 
to adapt and respond, an organization’s ca-

4.1.	The CD for AIS Cycle	 18
	 Stage 1. Galvanizing commitment	 22
	 Stage 2. Visioning	 24
	 Stage 3. Capacity Needs Assessment	 27
	 Stage 4. CD Strategy Development and Action Plan	 29
	 Stage 5. Implementation	 32
4.2	 The CD for AIS Cycle in organizations, innovation niches and networks	 33
4.3	 Factors of success	 33
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pacity to adapt and respond requires that, on 
the one hand, it effectively manages the core 
competencies of individuals, and, on the other 
hand, relates to external actors. Strengthen-
ing the capacity of institutions within the ena-
bling environment involves factors that influ-
ence the management of organizations, and 
in particular the interaction between these 
organizations and other actors, thus creating 
the “enabling environment”. Table  4.1 out-
lines competencies, processes and incentives 
required for each capacity dimension. 

The dual pathways approach aims at sys-
temically bridging the research, innovation 
and development spectrum by addressing 
all three CD dimensions concurrently. The 
dual pathways for operationalization of CD 
for AIS mean that CD processes take place 
within institutions and organizations as well 
as within networks of organizations and 
through individuals in identified “innovation 
niches” and/or through the organization and 
network involved in system level coordination 
and learning.

This guidance note sets out a CD for AIS 
Cycle that aims to stimulate learning and in-
teraction among these dimensions in order to 
develop an effective AIS, capable of adapting 
and responding to new and emerging chal-
lenges, with actors proactively co-creating 
the future. The following section suggests 
ways of operationalizing a dual pathways ap-
proach for CD for AIS, addressing the multiple 
dimensions of a system in an integrated man-
ner with regard to creating ownership of the 
process, assessing capacity needs, develop-
ing a strategy and implementing action, and 
achieving system-wide learning.

The CD for AIS Cycle presented in this 
chapter is put forward as an ideal framework 
for an integrated approach to CD for AIS. In 
reality, however, operationalization of the cy-
cle will depend on country-specific dynam-
ics, of individual commitment, opportunities 
and available resources. It should be kept in 

mind that, since capacity emerges over time 
in an unpredictable fashion, involving collec-
tive learning, adaptation to numerous factors, 
opportunities and challenges, it cannot be de-
signed and implemented with a well-defined 
and standardized set of products and services 
(Horton et al., 2003). The CD for AIS Cycle and 
suggested tools should therefore not be seen 
as prescriptive but rather as a guide for adap-
tive and creative CD for AIS.

Responsibility for CD for AIS does not “sit” 
squarely within the mandate of any one sin-
gle organization or institution. Each actor in 
the system is called upon to devote effort and 
resources to ensure capacities are developed 
within the system, to link with other actors 
and to reflect on their own role within the 
wider system (cf. Hawkins et al., 2009). The 
CD for AIS Cycle could therefore be initiated 
by any one of these actors with an interest 
in strengthening the effectiveness of the AIS 
and promoting system-wide learning. It could 
be a government initiative based on a recog-
nized need to strengthen agricultural innova-
tion, or it might emerge from a donor or NGO 
programme supporting a multi-stakeholder 
approach, wanting to ensure system-wide 
learning in order to scale up localized suc-
cess stories. Whilst the impetus for initiation 
may come from a single source, the success 
of the dual approach will depend on the com-
mitment of multiple actors. Ownership of the 
process by local actors is thus critical for its 
successful implementation.

4.1. The CD for AIS Cycle

A cycle of five stages (see Figure 4.1) of CD in-
terventions at the level of an innovation niche, 
within organizations and networks (and the 
individuals within these) and also address-
ing the enabling environment is proposed 
here. The five stages are expanded on below. 
In many ways the stages will be identical for 



Chapter 4 | A Guide to Operationalization

19

Table 4.1 | Operationalizing the Capacity for Change

Dimension
Capacity

Navigate Complexity Collaborate Reflect and Learn Engage in Strategic and 
Political Processes

In
di

vi
du

al

•	System thinking.
•	Multi stakeholder analysis.
•	Gender & diversity.
•	Theory of change.

•	Team building.
•	Listening skills.
•	Conflict resolution.
•	Leadership skills.
•	Emotional intelligence.
•	Participatory 

methodologies.

•	Understanding 
processes at 
organisational level. 
•	Experiential 

learning and 
documentation e.g. 
Participatory Action 
Research, tracking 
change processes, 
reflexive monitoring 
and evaluation.

•	Policy analysis and 
provision of evidence.
•	Networking.
•	Negotiation. 
•	Listening.

O
rg

an
iz

at
io

na
l

•	Strategic Planning.
•	Facilitative Leadership.
•	Creation of incentives in 

response of need to innovation.

•	Accept, manage and build 
on the inherent diversity of 
the organization. 
•	Create enthusiasm and 

shared responsibility, 
ability to catalyse collective 
leadership in others.
•	Encourage joint 

decision-making.
•	Enable inter-disciplinary 

exchange and learning 
Establish teams around 
specific challenges. 
•	Provide incentives for 

collaboration, networking 
and partnerships.

•	Encourage dialogue 
and voice for all.
•	Encourage honesty 

and transparency.
•	Reward creativity. 
•	Document 

processes and 
learning on joint 
actions.
•	Use participatory 

M&E processes.
•	Understand 

strengths and 
weakenesses of 
other organisations.

•	Building relationship and 
partnerships with external 
actors through linkages, 
knowledge sharing.
•	Creation of legitimacy of 

the organization as an 
expert in its field.
•	‘Influencing’ others, 

including the ability to 
provide evidence and 
influence policy to inform 
the enabling policy 
environment.
•	Understanding the political 

and decision making 
processes.
•	Dedicating resources (time, 

budget) to joint activities. 
•	Producing information 

and use of diverse 
communication channels 
(written, audio, video, 
social media). 
•	Recognizing power 

asymmetries within the 
organization and taking 
specific action to address 
these.
•	Work in partnership and 

networks to support 
negotiation discourses.

En
ab

lin
g 

En
vi

ro
nm

en
t

•	Ability to navigate between 
different sector policies and 
create coherence.
•	Learning from past 

experiences.
•	Ability to operate within the 

inherent complexity and 
unpredictability of social 
systems.
•	Recognizing the inter-

connectedness of policies, 
ability to track and assess 
the wider effect of policy on 
society and adapt accordingly 
in a timely manner.
•	Willingness to try out a 

range of interventions, 
gather evidence on their 
effectiveness, and scale up 
those that prove effective.

•	Creating mechanisms 
to bring diverse actors 
together and facilitation of 
their interaction.
•	Creating incentives 

for multistakeholder 
interaction and allocation 
of resources accordingly.
•	Identifying joint 

solutions and creation of 
commitment of actors for 
its implementation.
•	Participation of societal 

actors to ensure 
empowered citizens.
•	Regular planning, 

sharing of information, 
discussions with multiple 
actors in the system.

•	Capacity to take 
long term view/
perspective.
•	Ability to take a 

holistic view.
•	Ability to 

communicate 
effectively to 
explain policies and 
strategies.
•	Accountability.
•	M&E systems that 

capture lessons 
learnt.

•	Capacity for inclusive 
and transparent political 
engament.
•	Consideration of historical 

and political perspectives 
(e.g. indigenous, tribal, 
origin cultivation 
practices).
•	Promoting multi-

stakeholder processes.
•	Ensuring mechanisms for 

collective decision making.
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Figure 4.1 | The CD for AIS Cycle

FACILITATION
is a continuous process that 
enables the interaction of 
actors in the system and 
strengthens capacities for 
change

REFLECTION, LEARNING &
DOCUMENTATION (RL&D)
happens among the actors in 
each stage and feeds into the 
M&E process

MONITORING & 
EVALUATION (M&E)
aspects need to be considered 
in each stage in order to 
effectively track and assess the 
performance of interventions
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each of these three dimensions although the 
actors involved and the methods used may 
vary. The five proposed stages are “Galva-
nizing Commitment”, “Visioning”, “Capacity 
needs Assessment”, “CD Strategy Develop-
ment” and “Implementation”. 

In contrast to a typical project, the CD for 
AIS Cycle should not be viewed as a one-off, 
closed process with a clear start and finish. 
It represents just one cycle in a continuum or 
spiral of action, reflection, learning, adapta-
tion and implementation of the CD process 
(Figure 4.2). It requires embedding an iterative 
process of reflection and documentation of 
learning throughout the cycle, leading to a fur-
ther cycles of adaptation and implementation.

Whilst the CD for AIS Cycle is described 
as a logical sequence of consecutive stages, 
operationalization of the framework will prob-
ably not be a linear process. Depending on 
the context of the country in which it is being 
implemented and the extent to which CD for 
AIS is already being addressed, stages may 
be merged or addressed simultaneously. For 
instance, in a given context, actors may con-
sider capacity needs assessment as a com-
posite part of the CD strategy and action plan 
rather than an input into the strategic plan-
ning process; in other cases it may be decided 
to conduct a capacity needs assessment be-
fore embarking on a visioning exercise. Nor 
are the stages seen as separately bounded 
actions. For instance galvanizing commitment 
and visioning might be combined in one stage. 
It will be a decision to be made by country 
actors based on available resources (people, 
time and finances), available documented in-
formation, as well as existing programmes 
and past experience. The country context will 
also dictate whether the CD for AIS Cycle is 
initiated only at national level or if regional- 
and district-level processes need to be initi-
ated concurrently, or if the entry point might 
initially only be for a defined geographical 
space (e.g. region or district) within a country.

The CD for AIS Cycle, therefore, is not a 
blueprint for effective CD for AIS but is prof-
fered as a guide for contextualized action. 
Country approaches may differ significantly 
in content and process, reflecting context, 
opportunities, commitment of individuals, 
organizations and institutions, as well re-
sources that can be mobilized to support 
the process. Above all, the proposed dual 
pathways approach to system-wide CD and 
learning needs to be piloted and the pro-
posed CD for AIS Cycle further refined based 
on experience and learning from these pi-
lot activities. The key element that should 
be common to all countries is the systemic 
approach through dual pathways and cross-
system learning, ensuring all actors within 
the system have opportunity to participate, 
to create joint learning and formulate joint 
solutions.

Figure 4.2 | Continuous cycle of action, reflection,  

learning and adaptation
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Stage 1
Galvanizing  
Commitment
Each actor in the system is 

called upon to devote effort and resources to 
ensure internal capacities are developed; to 
link with other actors; and to reflect on their 
own role within the-wider system. As high-
lighted above, CD for AIS is an endogenous 
process and must be owned by those involved 
if it is to be successfully implemented. It is 
by no means a straightforward task to con-
vince actors within the AIS to question deep-
seated attitudes and behaviours embedded in 
a “business as usual” mentality, and to em-
brace an approach of promoting agricultural 
innovation through participation, reflection 
and joint learning, the outcome of which is 
not predictable. In order to advance a coor-
dinated process of strengthening CD for AIS 
at national level (and possibly sub-levels)6 and 
to create mechanisms of learning across or-
ganizations, institutions, sectors and the sys-
tem as a whole, it is important to ensure both 
a common understanding of what CD for AIS 
entails, as well as creating initial ownership 
and high level support of the process by those 
that head and lead representative bodies of 
actors within the system. 

A conscious process of sensitizing to galva-
nize commitment to a dual pathway approach 
and system-wide learning is thus called for. 
This is not to say that individuals within the 
system are not aware of an AIS approach, nor 
that they are not already involved in relevant 
interventions. In most countries, however, 
such interventions are frequently disjointed 
and the organizations responsible for them 

view them as a ‘project’ and do not create 
space for organizational learning or new ways 
of working, let alone stimulate system-wide 
learning.7 Creating commitment of relevant 
stakeholders at system level and achieving a 
joint understanding of what a dual pathways 
to CD for AIS would involve soliciting commit-
ment to a coordinated approach, requiring ef-
fort and conviction. 

Who to involve
At this stage, consultations should include 
not only heads and senior management of 
relevant ministries, organizations, networks 
and associations that are an immediate part 
of the AIS, but also legislators and develop-
ment partners. Selection of who to contact 
should be based on an analysis of the wider 
stakeholders beyond the immediate actors 
in the agricultural sector, and include, for 
instance, ministries of finance and planning, 
local government, as well as national think 
tanks on economic and social development, 
financial institutes supporting the agribusi-
ness sector, and relevant local NGOs. In ad-
dition, in-country development partners and 
international NGOs working in the field of ag-
riculture should be involved in the process to 
galvanize their commitment and ensure coor-
dinated and harmonized support for further-
ing the process.

Approach
Face-to-face meetings with individuals are 
well suited for initial discussions, but group 
discussions within organizations and institu-
tions (e.g. heads of departments) as well as 
mixed group meetings should be considered, 

6	A s stated above, countries may decide on operationalizing the cycle at national, regional or district level concurrently, 
or select one of these levels for the initial CD for AIS interventions. The Framework here departs from the national 
level to initiate the process. 

7	A  good example of this are the many programmes aimed at strengthening individuals within research organizations 
and advisory services to facilitate innovation platforms. All too often the experience of these individuals with a new 
way of working does not inform attitudes within their organization and innovation platforms are regarded as yet 
another isolated project.
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involving representatives of various actors 
within the system (private sector, research 
and education, civil society, extension servic-
es, government departments, etc.). It is im-
portant to keep in mind that one-off meetings 
will most likely not be sufficient input to mo-
bilize support for a dual-pathway approach to 
CD for AIS. Thus various opportunities need to 
be used to meet high level officials and those 
who may have influence over their opinions. 
Gaining access to high level individuals may 
not be easy, and it may be necessary to work 
through intermediaries either within the or-
ganization or institution, or external to it, who 
are respected and have the trust of those in 
positions of authority. A strategy of whom to 
involve and how to involve them needs there-
fore to be developed, based on information 
from the scoping study. A useful tool here, 
borrowed from advocacy initiatives, is that of 
audience mapping. 

A semi-structured presentation and in-
terview format is suggested for face-to-face 
meetings. In addition useful inputs for this 
stage are considered below.

Scoping Study
An important input at this stage is the imple-
mentation of a scoping study informing sensi-
tization efforts, but which might also be refined 
and supplemented during this stage of consul-
tation. The scoping study should be based on 
available documentation and interviews with 
key actors in the public and private sectors, 
non-profit organizations, and farmer organi-
zations, as well as bi-lateral and multi-lateral 
development partners involved in agriculture.

The study is wider than just documenting 
CD initiatives or efforts to promote AIS. It 
needs to explore the nature and dynamics of 
the sector, identifying governance structures 
of and main actors in the sector, assessing 
the performance of and describing challenges 
faced by the sector, and any initiatives to pro-
mote innovation in agriculture (for instance 

innovation platforms, programmes of higher 
education, agricultural finance platforms, 
community communicators, sector dialogue 
events and exhibitions). It should describe 
what mechanisms are in place to transfer 
knowledge and technology, and what finance 
mechanisms and policies or incentives are in 
place to enable this. 

It should further analyse the wider policy 
framework, and incentives in place for differ-
ent actors to engage in innovation processes, 
assessing agricultural and rural policies, pri-
ority sectors or commodities, and regional 
differences in production and market access. 
Key questions should elucidate the existence 
of clearly defined policies in these areas and 
the nature and orientation of existing policy 
instruments. Through interviews with rel-
evant actors the study should assess whether 
or not existing policies can be considered a 
positive (supportive) factor for innovation in 
general, and agricultural innovation process-
es in particular, or a hindrance. 

Additionally, within economy-wide condi-
tions, there is also the need to consider the 
nature of existing policies on education and 
information. Finally the scoping study should 
cover framework conditions such as monetary 
and fiscal policies, trade policy and existing 
trade arrangements or country participation 
in trade agreements, as well as investment 
and industrial policies.

The study should also ascertain which or-
ganizations, individuals or private advisory 
services could play the role of facilitator or 
are already involved in such activities.

Policy Brief
Since the process of creating commitment at 
system or national level involves individuals 
whose availability may be limited, messages 
for sensitization must be succinct and in a 
language easily understood. A policy brief is 
a useful input to have for galvanizing com-
mitment. To guide such a process, the brief 
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should follow the outline of questions “What 
is the issue?”, “What is the evidence?” and 
“What actions need to be taken?”.

Inception Workshop
After initial interaction with key actors, a 
one-day inception workshop would ensure 
that there is a common understanding of AIS 
and CD, as well as identifying the way of ad-
dressing CD for AIS through a dual pathway. 
Facilitation of such a workshop should include 
those versed in participatory methods, but also 
those recognized and respected as authorities 
in their field. A key input into this workshop 
would be presentation of the scoping study to 
provide a first understanding of the actors in-
volved in the AIS, challenges and opportunities 
faced, and an overview of AIS initiatives.

Expected output at this stage
During the process of galvanizing commit-
ment, to ensure national ownership of the 
further process, those institutions or or-
ganizations, as well as ‘champions’ of the 
process, responsible for and involved in the 
next step − a visioning exercise − should be 
identified.

Stage 2
Visioning
A visioning process brings to-
gether the representatives of 

actor groups within the AIS to build on the 
common understanding of AIS and envisage 
a coordinated approach to CD by actors with-
in the system. In most cases, the visioning 
exercise will be in the form of a workshop. 
In some cases, due to the availability of key 
actors, the workshop may not take place as a 
single event but may need to be spread over 
several sessions. It might also be combined 
with the inception workshop.

Who to involve
Participants in the workshop should be from a 
wide spectrum of interested parties, such as 
from ministries, legislator bodies, represent-
atives of private sector-based associations 
(for instance, input suppliers, processors, 
transport and retailers), commodity-based 
associations, farmer organizations and coop-
eratives, relevant parastatal bodies, financial 
institutes, providers of business development 
services, research bodies, tertiary and voca-
tional education, extension services, develop-
ment partners and civil society. As this is a 
process ensuring high level commitment and 
decisions on further actions and responsibili-
ties, actors should be mandated to take deci-
sions on behalf of their organizations, institu-
tions or associations.

Approach
Building on an analysis of the actors and 
trends within the sector, actors will joint-
ly map out the current state of the AIS and 
identify where they want to go. The visioning 
process at system level is a large undertak-
ing, bringing together representative with 
very varied experience and interests. It needs 
skilful facilitation and, considering the num-
ber of individuals to be involved, a facilitation 
team of two or three, who are respected by 
the actors involved in the exercise. Bringing 
together high level representatives from di-
verse organizations for several days may also 
require significant financial investment. Invit-
ing presentations from guest speakers who 
have gone through similar CD for AIS pro-
cesses could be an advantage in setting the 
scene and overcoming possible scepticism. 

Useful methods or tools8 to use in the vi-
sioning exercise are:
•	Brainstorming;
•	Rich picture;
•	Sector Network Analysis;

8	 Description of the tools and sources for further information are given in the Tool Box in this document.
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•	Systems Mapping;
•	SWOT analysis;
•	Capacity Focused Problem Tree;
•	Visioning or Scenario Building; and
•	World Café Methodology.

Expected outputs at this stage
Setting the boundaries of the system
Given the complexity of addressing the capac-
ity needs of AIS, the visioning process should 
define the boundaries of the system (e.g. the 
system could be confined to a specific agricul-
tural sector such as livestock or horticulture; 
it might revolve around a single or number of 
commodities, such as oilseeds or grains; cer-
tain selected value chains; or it might select 
key organizations to be strengthened, such as 
farmer organizations, key research institutes, 
Ministry departments or agriculture advisory 
services). 

Identification of the innovation niche(s)
Identification of opportunities and CD needs 
is an important step for initiating an innova-
tion niche. Niche initiation should be based 
on articulation of different world views, in-
terests, experience and visions of different 
actors, so that it provides direction to learn-
ing processes as well as continuing com-
mitment of actors to nurture it. New ideas 
or entry points may come from scientists, 
individual farmers, traders, extension work-
ers or policy-makers. Although an innovation 
niche will normally emerge from collective 
interaction and participation of broader actor 
groups, specific actor groups may be encour-
aged to play the roles of ‘change agents’ or 
‘champions’. In general, actors with genuine 
and serious interests in the niche are bet-
ter placed to mobilize commitment and re-
sources within their own organizations and 
networks. Pre-intervention choices are help-
ful for determining broad boundaries of an 
innovation niche. The choices can be made 
based on certain criteria, such as commod-

ity, geographical areas, interest of target 
groups, types of market, concepts and guid-
ing principles of development (gender, food 
security, food safety, value chain, etc.). 

During the visioning process the initial 
identification should take place of “inno-
vation niche(s)” that will in themselves be 
systems of learning and innovation and also 
inform learning and adaptation of the sys-
tem. This could involve building on existing 
multi-stakeholder or innovation platforms 
around a single commodity or value chain, or 
it might consist of establishing such a plat-
form or other multi-stakeholder process that 
encourages interaction among actors in the 
system. 

Identification of innovation niches should be 
done on the basis of clear, jointly defined cri-
teria drawn up by the workshop participants. 
Innovation niche selection is a key step to as-
sure the usefulness of the dual-pathways ap-
proach to CD for AIS. Two main criteria should 
guide the selection of the innovation niches to 
include in the CD effort: (i)  positive (active?) 
innovation processes offering the possibility 
of developing “story lines” reflecting the roles 
of individual, organizational and enabling 
conditions in the innovation performance, 
and (ii)  representativeness of the broader 
production, market and policy conditions, so 
that information and experiences gathered at 
the niche level can reasonably be part of the 
learning loop between pathways. In addition 
the value of an innovation niche should not be 
judged solely in terms of impact at the niche 
level, but also in terms of the contribution to 
the learning and the broader CD effort.

Identification of organizations and 
institutions for the capacity needs 
assessment
CD initiatives at organizational and institu-
tional level need to be linked to the proposed 
innovation niches and/or processes of sys-
tem-wide learning. By doing this, organiza-
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tional CD interventions will be built around 
learning processes both internal and external 
to the organization. 

Whilst the visioning exercise might identify 
those organizations and institutions that they 
consider key to catalysing the AIS strengthen-
ing process or, alternatively, see as particular 
weak links in the system, it is important that 
the organizations to be involved are enthu-
siastic about and committed to the process. 
Without keen commitment on the part of or-
ganizations and institutions, future CD efforts 
are likely to have limited results.

Linking to the innovation niches could be 
through the training, mentoring and coaching 
of facilitators from different organizations (e.g. 
research, advisory services, commodity-based 
organizations or farmer associations), the es-
tablishment of leadership programmes involv-
ing representatives from key organizations, or 
the design of a university-level programme 
involving representatives from the private and 
public sectors and farmer organizations. 

Initial assessment of capacities  
in the system
As all major actors in the AIS should be rep-
resented at the visioning exercise, an initial 
participatory assessment of the strengths and 
weaknesses with regard to the five functional 
CD for AIS capacities can be undertaken us-
ing a SWOT analysis and a Capacity-focused 
Problem Tree. This can assist in identifying key 
organizations and institutions to be involved in 
the further CD process. It will also help de-
cide in what way organizations and institutions 
could be linked to the innovation niches.

Process leadership team and champions
The visioning exercise should lead to coordi-
nation arrangements for furthering the pro-
cess, identifying a process leadership team 
representative of the actors within the system 
(i.e. from private and public sectors, farmer 
associations, research, advisory and training 

bodies). Whilst the leadership of the process 
may sit within a specific institution or organi-
zation, it is necessary to also identify “cham-
pions” of AIS who are enthusiastic about the 
process and will ensure that steps agreed are 
actually carried out. How and when this lead-
ership team reports back to the larger group 
as part of the system-wide learning process 
should also be agreed during this process. 

Scope of the capacity needs  
assessment and team
A further outcome of the exercise should be 
a decision on the scope of the CD needs as-
sessment (i.e. which organizations to involve 
in the initial assessment process) and the 
composition of a CD assessment team. The 
latter should be a multi-disciplinary team and 
have representation from across the system. 
The task of identifying a CD assessment team 
might be delegated to the process leadership 
team. It is important, however, that workshop 
participants have the opportunity to suggest 
points for incorporation in a Terms of Refer-
ence for the team and to identify the experi-
ence, background and skills required by indi-
vidual team members. 

Outlining a Learning Architecture
The process by which system-wide learning 
from multiple and possibly diverse strands 
of actor interaction and learning (innovation 
niches) will take place horizontally between 
innovation niches and system-level actors, 
and vertically from innovation niches to the 
wider system, should be outlined at this 
stage. The architecture may later be refined 
based on the experience of its practicabil-
ity, and identification of new ways of sharing 
knowledge, learning and insights. This goes 
beyond simple reporting schedules of the 
leadership team to the wider, system-level 
group, and should include regular cross-
system events bringing the strands together, 
developing interactive spaces where informa-



Chapter 4 | A Guide to Operationalization

27

tion, knowledge interpretation and sense-
making is shared. These could possibly be 
virtual spaces. It might also see members of 
different innovation niches acting as facilita-
tors for others.

Stage 3
Capacity Needs 
Assessment
Assessing capacity through 

some kind of diagnostic process can help 
arrive at a shared understanding of capacity 
challenges of individuals, organizations and 
the wider system; agree on aspects of capac-
ity that need attention; and take account of 
factors that might promote or inhibit change. 
Such insights provide a basis upon which 
an intervention strategy can be conceived, 
including identification of appropriate entry 
points. These might include: organizational 
development work, adjusting internal and ex-
ternal incentives, promoting knowledge and 
understanding, tackling underlying organi-
zational values and meaning, and adapting 
formal and informal structures and systems 
(Baser and Morgan, 2008).

Capacity needs assessments are normally 
semi-structured discussions and meetings 
with individuals, representatives of organi-
zations, networks and institutions within 
the AIS (within the boundaries set during 
the visioning exercise), based on answering 
a central question “Capacity for what?” In 
the case of CD for AIS, the assessment aims 
to ascertain the level of functional capacity 
related to the overall capacity to adapt and 
respond at the various dimensions as set out 
in Chapter 2. 

Who to involve
Within the AIS, the number of actors to involve 
could be boundless and spread over vast geo-
graphical areas of a country. Thus an attempt 
to systematically assess the capacity of all 

relevant organizations would be a herculean 
task requiring large resources in terms of 
funding, time and personnel involvement. 

The capacity needs assessment builds 
therefore on the identification of key repre-
sentative bodies (research, extension, pri-
vate sector and public sector representa-
tion, farmer organizations and cooperatives) 
during the visioning process, which will be 
linked through specific activities to innova-
tion niches and/or the wider system-level 
learning process. Ideally, the capacity needs 
assessment starts with those organizations 
and networks expressing a keen interest in 
the CD for AIS process. At the same time, 
those institutions responsible for creating 
an enabling environment and providing in-
centives to strengthen the AIS and which will 
be part of the wider system learning process 
needs to be assessed for capacity. 

Building on a system perspective and given 
the provision for a system-wide learning ar-
chitecture, initial interventions with only a few 
organizations could have a sort of snowball 
effect, with other organizations coming on 
board as the impact of a CD for AIS approach 
becomes evident. Documenting learning from 
CD initiatives within organizations and net-
works and communicating it widely will be 
crucial here.

Approach
Building on the outcome of the visioning ex-
ercise, the designated capacity assessment 
team and the process leadership need to 
clearly define the scope of the capacity needs 
assessment process: Whose capacity? For 
what purpose? Which organizations or repre-
sentation of sector actors are to be assessed? 
As a first step, an appraisal of those key or-
ganizations and institutions is proposed that 
have expressed an interest to be part of the 
CD for AIS process and to link to the innova-
tion niche or system-wide learning process. 
In many cases, representative organizations 
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or associations can be supported to carry 
out an assessment of their members. Thus 
the CD needs assessment process serves 
as a first step in sensitizing and galvanizing 
the commitment of the wider membership of 
these bodies and actors in the system.

Based on desk studies of existing docu-
ments (former CD assessments, annual re-
views, etc.), a semi-structured assessment 
questionnaire and checklist should be de-
veloped. Interviews with key informants or 
focus groups should be carried out using the 
questionnaire and checklist as a guideline 
for discussion. Key areas for questions could 
be around the existence of an organizational 
strategy for AIS with clear objectives, action 
plan, resource allocation and responsibilities 
that guide activities, perceptions of how the 
organization or institution relates to external 
actors, as well as whether the organization or 
institution is viewed as a legitimate actor in 
the system. The questions should above all be 
related to the five AIS capacities as set out in 
Chapter 2 and expanded upon above in Table 
4.1 Wherever possible, interviewees should 
be requested to give examples to illustrate a 
strength or a perceived weakness within an 
organization or institution with regards to the 
five functional capacities.

In an in-depth assessment in a workshop 
setting with representatives from across the 
organizations and institutions, should help 
actors jointly identify with facilitators or inter-
viewers the characteristics of an AIS, and the 
capacities, governance structures and pro-
cedures, management and leadership, val-
ues and policies needed to strengthen their 
role in the AIS. This can be addressed by an 
analysis applying a “Where we now?” “Where 
do we want to get to?” and “How do we best 
get there?” approach. Alternatively a more in-
cremental approach that builds on identified 
strengths can be followed. 

Given the large size of such an exercise, 
small teams of research students or staff 

within various umbrella organizations (pro-
viding the latter are perceived as impartial) 
could be oriented in an assessment method-
ology and engaged. Alternatively, countries 
might opt for a staggering of the process, 
spreading the assessment of key organiza-
tions and institutions over a longer period, or 
a needs assessment of one or two organiza-
tions could be undertaken and they in their 
turn could conduct the further capacity needs 
assessments of others. 

The outcome of such an assessment exer-
cise must be fed back to those who partici-
pated in the exercise to enable them to own, 
and act on, the findings of the assessment. 
A workshop with each organizations involved 
in the CD needs assessment should therefore 
review and validate the outcome of the needs 
assessment process. Participants should 
then prioritize the CD needs and identify 
ways in which they might be addressed (i.e. 
training; on-the-job learning; coaching; and 
mentoring sessions) Here again facilitation 
will be key to structuring ideas, and resolv-
ing possible conflicts of opinion. Facilitators 
need to be versed in navigating possible con-
flict situations, and enabling different actor’s 
points of view and reasoning to be respected. 
An atmosphere of trust is essential for actors 
to be open to one another.

With regards to innovation niches repre-
senting networks of organizations and indi-
viduals, it will be necessary, as far as these 
niches already exist, to assess in joint reflec-
tion meetings of members how coherence of 
the group is achieved and how learning within 
the network is taking place, and what mech-
anisms of feedback to the constituencies of 
network members are in place and how they 
link to external bodies. 

The capacity needs assessment provides a 
snapshot of capacity needs across the sector 
to inform the setting of priorities and develop-
ment of strategic CD interventions in a bound-
ed system. Such priorities could be around 
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organizational functional capacity such as 
strategic planning, leadership support and 
finance or around more conceptual issues 
linked to AIS, such as systems thinking, or the 
acquisition of soft skills (see table 4.1 ).

Sharing and validation of results should 
take place with the wider group involved in 
the visioning exercise as part of the system-
wide learning process. Although this could be 
done by sending out the findings electroni-
cally, a half-day face-to-face meeting would 
reinforce the ownership of the ongoing pro-
cess and allow opportunity for this group to 
input into the priority setting for the CD needs 
strategy development.

Useful tools for the capacity needs assess-
ment, which will need to be tailored to the 
specific requirements of CD for AIS, are:
•	Capacity-Focused Problem Tree;
•	Capacity Needs Prioritization Matrix;
•	Gap Analysis;
•	Rapid Assessment Matrix;
•	Self-Assessment Questionnaires;
•	Self-Assessment Scoring Matrix;
•	Stakeholder and Actor analysis of CD 

Readiness;
•	SWOT Analysis; and
•	Innovation histories and timelines with 

specific reference to existing innovation 
niches.

Expected outputs at this stage
Baseline setting
As with the other steps in the CD for AIS Cy-
cle, the needs assessment is not a one-off ac-
tivity, as experience and exposure will call for 
development of new capacities and with time 
also involve new organizations and networks. 

The needs assessment gives a comprehen-
sive baseline at a certain point in time. Organ-
izations, institutions and networks are called 
upon to regularly reflect on needed capacities 
and, above all, reflect on how the strengthen-
ing of any one actor in the system gives rise to 
changes to other actors in the system. 

Prioritization of CD needs
Validation workshops at organizational and 
institutional level will set priorities for fur-
ther CD interventions. A document outlining 
CD priorities for each organization, institution 
and possibly innovation niche should be com-
piled by the needs assessment teams.

A system-level meeting should review this 
document and feed into the decision on pri-
oritizing which interventions to follow. In the 
next stage of the cycle − strategy development 
− these priorities will be further articulated 
and elaborated.

Stage IV
CD Strategy 
Development and 
Action Plan

Who to involve 
The process leadership team (possibly with 
the recruitment of external experts) is called 
upon to build on the visioning exercise and 
the analysis of capacity needs assessment of 
actors in the system as well as the priorities 
suggested by the larger system-level group. 
The team will identify goals, objectives, prior-
ities and options for a system-wide CD strat-
egy, and draw up a meta-action plan. 

It will also require involvement of repre-
sentation from those organizations and insti-
tutions keen to be involved in the CD for AIS 
process and, where already in existence, rep-
resentatives of innovation niches. 

Validation of the strategy and endorsement 
of the action plan by the larger system group 
involved in the visioning exercise must be 
sought. It may be possible to combine valida-
tion of the strategy and endorsement of the 
action plan in one and the same meeting.

Approach
Development of such a complex strategy will 
possibly take several meetings of the process 
leadership team together with representation 
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from organizations willing to move further 
with the CD process and with representatives 
of innovation niches. These meetings should 
be facilitated by someone skilled in strategic 
planning and able to steer the group to recog-
nize opportunities and prioritize activities. As 
with earlier steps, feedback and validation of 
the strategic plan by the large system group 
should ensure transparency and reinforce 
ownership of the process. 

The potential pitfall of this step is to pro-
duce a wish list of activities rather than iden-
tify activities that can build on existing op-
portunities, can attract resources and solicit 
commitment and enthusiasm from various 
actors. Identifying activities (however limited) 
that allow the momentum of the process to 
continue will be critical.

Useful tools and methodologies at this 
stage are:
•	Action Plan Matrix;
•	Appreciative Inquiry Methodology;
•	Force Field Analysis;
•	PESTLE Analysis;
•	Problem-Tree Analysis; and
•	Outcome mapping.

Expected outputs at this stage
Final identification of innovation niche(s) 
and key organizations and institutions
It is possible that countries identify innova-
tion niches only at this point in the CD for 
AIS Cycle, rather than at the visioning stage. 
These should, however, be informed by cri-
teria developed during the visioning exercise 
and on the basis of the, where relevant.

Prioritization of organizations, institutions 
and CD interventions and initiatives
Options for identifying organizations and 
how they are linked to innovation niches 
will depend on the country context, ongoing 
programmes and funding opportunities. As 
discussed above, they might evolve around 
strengthening what are considered key or cat-

alytic organizations and institutions, or identi-
fied “weakest link” organizations, as they are 
involved in innovation niches or wider system 
learning. The commitment of these organiza-
tions to allocating time and resources to, and 
documenting, the CD process is essential for 
the uptake of this activity. 

Further options might be cross-organiza-
tional initiatives such as leadership or change 
management programmes that enable in-
teraction and joint learning among actors 
within the sector; a training of trainers for 
facilitators of multi-stakeholder processes, 
recruited from different organizations; the 
setting up of multi-stakeholder initiatives at 
national level to inform higher education on 
the needs of end users; the formation and ca-
pacity building of an “agricultural innovation” 
unit that coordinates the innovation activities 
of each actor; cross-ministry dialogue; policy 
dialogue with sector actors and clear man-
dates to act on these; orientation of legisla-
tors, for instance of relevant parliamentary 
working groups; or the establishment of in-
centive funds to set up and facilitate multi-
stakeholder processes. Prioritization should 
also include identification of activities that 
can start immediately so as not to lose en-
thusiasm and commitment generated by the 
process so far.

Three main criteria determine the prioriti-
zation process within the strategy develop-
ment: existing initiatives in a country that can 
be built on or adapted to be included in the 
strategy; the commitment of various actors to 
implementing parts of the programme; and 
the availability or commitment of funding for 
the activities identified. 

A systems-wide CD for AIS strategy
Based on a Theory of Change and clear ar-
ticulation of assumptions of how change will 
happen, the strategy should state the outputs 
expected of each activity and outcomes of the 
overall strategy. As we are dealing with com-
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plex systems in which capacity and innovation 
emerge from multiple interactions of actors, 
the outcomes of prioritized activities are not 
predictable. Expected or desired outcomes 
should be formulated and a monitoring and 
evaluation framework developed linked to 
these. A process of reflection and learning 
will be critical for tracking whether these out-
comes were achieved and which factors ena-
bled or restricted their achievement. A par-
ticular aspect and challenge of the strategy 
will therefore be the design of mechanisms 
that allow for system-wide learning from the 
various initiatives at certain points of time 
within the implementation cycle. The learning 
process should include development partners 
to inform their support, way of working and 
also for possible uptake by other countries. 

Resource mobilization strategy
A CD strategy needs to have resources need-
ed for its implementation, and also a strategy 
for mobilizing resources for various activities 
from domestic and external sources. One 
possible way of addressing the latter would 
be to set up a “marketplace”, whereby gov-
ernment, development partners and individu-
al organizations can identify initiatives that fit 
well within their own development strategies 
and mandates, or that they consider innova-
tive and interesting to support.

A master action plan
The action plan forms part of the strategic 
planning exercise. The process leadership 
group with additional support if necessary 
should design a “master action matrix plan” 
or “action map” outlining activities to be un-
dertaken by different actors in the system. 
The term “master action plan” is used here 
as activities and interventions will require 
subsidiary action plans at organizational, 
institutional and innovation niche levels. Ac-
cording to priorities set in the strategy, these 
might be an organizational CD process in a 

key organization, the training of facilitators 
from different organizations, an inter-minis-
terial dialogue, etc. The matrix should show 
who or which organization is responsible for 
carrying out the activity, the timeframe, as 
well as resources required and the source of 
funding. As many of the activities will require 
substantial facilitation by external individu-
als, it is suggested that facilitation support 
be identified as a separate item in any action 
plan. Given that for many activities and inter-
ventions funding may first have to be sourced, 
the “master activity plan” may take the form 
of a rolling plan to be updated as new activi-
ties are able to take off. 

Whilst, the process leadership group may 
draw up the action plan on its own, the sup-
port of a facilitator could help navigate the 
possible complexity of activities. Knowledge 
of appropriate planning software would cer-
tainly be of an advantage here. 

The danger at this stage is the temptation 
to include too many activities that may never 
get implemented. Ensuring commitment of 
all those who put forward a CD activity and 
soliciting funding for this are preconditions 
for including an activity in the plan. The pro-
posed rolling plan, which adds activities as 
funding becomes available, could be helpful 
in navigating the complexity of activities. 

Another pitfall is the setting of unrealistic 
timeframes and an expectation of immediate 
results. It should be kept in mind that a CD 
development process is an ongoing process 
that take time, and results may not immedi-
ately be visible in terms of improved perfor-
mance of individuals, organizations, networks 
or institutions. 

Learning architecture design
Due to the rapidly evolving dynamics of the 
system, it is essential that learning from im-
plementation of the strategy and adjustments 
accordingly are factored into the strategy de-
velopments.
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In addition to activities, responsibility, 
resources and facilitation, the “master ac-
tion plan” should clearly show how learning 
throughout the system will be enabled, i.e. 
when and which actors will come together to 
reflect on the various initiatives, analyse if and 
how they reinforce each other to strengthen 
the AIS, and adapt, where necessary, in the 
context of trends within the agricultural sec-
tor. This design should include communica-
tion activities for information sharing, includ-
ing using virtual space.
The structure of the learning architecture 
may need to be revised as implementation 
progresses and needs for information shar-
ing and learning become apparent.

Monitoring and evaluation system
In addition to the learning architecture, which 
builds on a qualitative reflection process, a 
monitoring and evaluation system needs to 
be included in the action plan, based on the 
outputs and expected or desired outcomes as 
outlined in the strategy. 

Further guidance for the development of 
a monitoring and evaluation system can be 
found in Chapter 5 of this guidance note.

Stage V
Implementation 
Implementing the action will require 
the organizations involved and innova-

tion niches to develop their respective (sub-)
strategies and action plans, clearly stating 
objectives, expected outcomes and planned 
activities. 

Given the complexity of the AIS, the in-
volvement of different actors who must first 
build up trust between themselves to en-
able smooth interaction, and given the many 
strands of CD and innovation niches included 
in the overall strategy, the implementation 
stage may see these starting at different 

times and with different dynamics. Thus any 
plan must remain flexible. 

At this stage, implementation of the learn-
ing architecture will be crucial to ensuring 
system-wide learning, changing mind-sets 
and attitudes, as well as informing the ena-
bling environment.

Who to involve
Implementation of the plan will fall to those 
individuals, organizations and institutions 
who have taken on the responsibility for a cer-
tain CD activity. The process leadership group 
should, however, maintain a coordinating role 
throughout the implementation phase. It will 
fall to the process leadership group to ensure 
that documentation of the change process 
takes place and agreed learning mechanisms 
are adhered to.

Approach
An important part of the implementation 
will be the cycle of learning and reflection, 
both within individual organizations and in-
stitutions, but equally important across the 
sector. The learning architecture should al-
low that opportunities to regularly reflect 
upon and reassess interventions and their 
appropriateness in a given context are em-
bedded within CD interventions and innova-
tion niches. This requires documentation of 
the change process by actors. All too often 
space for reflection and learning is disre-
garded due to the busy work schedules of all 
involved. 

Useful tools for tracking process are:
•	Timelines;
•	Mind mapping; 
•	Triangle of Change;
•	Circle of Cohesion;
•	Outcome Harvesting; and
•	Reflexive Monitoring in Action. 
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Expected outputs at this stage
The expected outputs, and even outcomes, 
at this stage will have been set out in the 
CD strategy. Tracking and documenting 
progress of the diverse CD activities, forma-
tion of new partnerships and networks, and 
emerging innovations, as well as monitor-
ing agreed indicators, will be critical as to 
whether these outputs and outcomes are 
being achieved. 

The learning architecture put in place 
should allow for system-wide analysis of 
progress and, where necessary, adaptation in 
line with emerging insights and experience.

4.2 The CD for AIS Cycle in 
organizations, innovation niches 
and networks

The CD for AIS Cycle, as described above for 
the system, is mirrored within organizations 
and institutions that have committed them-
selves to a CD process within the framework 
of the system-level CD strategy. Often this 
process of CD at organizational level will have 
begun with the involvement in the system-
level process.

The ‘innovation niche’ will in most cases be 
a form of an existing or new network created 
around enthusiasm and interest. The coming 
together of different actors within the network 
is already a CD activity leading to the chal-
lenging of embedded perceptions and modes 
of working. In the case of newly established 
innovation niches, interest in assessing the 
capacity of participating organizations may 
come at a later stage once the network has 
been formed. A capacity needs assessment is 
therefore not a prior step to establishing an 
“innovation niche”. 

Within the niche, it will be particularly im-
portant to gauge the dynamics of the group 
over time and track how trust between actors 

is built and coherence of the group achieved. 
This will require the skills of a facilitator not 
only versed in AIS but who can ensure inclu-
siveness of the network, negotiate power re-
lationships and possible conflicts within as 
well as supporting the joint learning process. 
Familiarity with tools developed to under-
stand and respond to the dynamics within the 
group are essential here. 

CD through the proposed five stage cycle 
takes place within organizations and individ-
uals, linked to their involvement in innovation 
niches as locations of joint learning and in-
novation. Through interaction within innova-
tion niches, trust is built, assumptions ques-
tioned and attitudes changed. At the same 
time, system-level actors of the AIS interact 
to learn from the innovation niches and from 
organizational CD processes. In turn this in-
forms their actions and the creation of incen-
tives and an enabling environment for AIS ac-
tors to interrelate and strengthen the entire 
AIS. The process is one of mutual influenc-
ing, learning and creation of synergies. An 
overall learning architecture enables various 
strands of CD experience at niche, network 
and organizational levels to ensure system-
wide learning.

4.3 Factors of success

Facilitation and Intermediaries
As set out in Chapter 2, the role of facilita-
tors or brokers is central to the AIS approach 
of interaction and joint learning. The process 
of CD for AIS and system-wide learning that 
this implies also calls for skilful facilitation 
by individuals whose role goes beyond link-
ing actors to relevant sources of expertise 
and knowledge, and who are able to navigate 
potential misunderstandings and even con-
flict between actors with divergent views and 
interests. Facilitators must be in a position 
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to create the trust among actors that enable 
the learning process, and to support actors 
in tracking and reflecting on the process of 
transformation. 

In addition, these facilitators will be key in 
ensuring system-wide learning, tracking the 
change process, identifying challenges to and 
requirements for an enabling environment, 
and bringing this knowledge together at learn-
ing events to inform the learning process.

An important process that should run paral-
lel to the CD cycle, therefore, is the identifica-
tion and strengthening of those organizations 
and individuals that can play an intermediary 
role (see Figure 2.1) − for instance extension 
services, private consulting firms, university 
departments, capacity building organizations 
and NGOs − and their orientation to CD for 
AIS enabled through tailor-made training and 
on-the-job orientation and accompaniment, 
as well as reflection sessions and documen-
tation of learning as facilitators. As discussed 
above, the activity of strengthening facilita-
tors’ skills and their involvement in innovation 
niches, may be a CD activity in itself for select 
organizations. Experience from facilitation 
activities should provide input into organiza-
tional learning processes.

Facilitative Leadership  
and Champions
Another key factor for success of CD for AIS 
is capacity strengthening of senior managers 
of organizations to become facilitative leaders. 
Specific programmes need to be developed 
that bring leaders from different organiza-
tions together at regular intervals to reflect 
on their role in enabling their organizations to 
effectively act and respond to change, and to 
mentor and coach them in this role. Such a 
programme could also be considered an inno-
vation niche leading to system-wide learning. 

Effective leadership is not about striving 
to control what is uncontrollable; rather, it 

is about creating the conditions for groups, 
teams, organizations and communities to ef-
fectively and creatively cope with threats and 
to leverage opportunities for greater social 
impact. Facilitative Leadership is grounded in 
the belief that leaders must inspire and cre-
ate conditions that enable others to be their 
best in the pursuit of shared goals. This in-
cludes enabling others to offer their unique 
perspectives and talents, speak up when they 
have problems, take initiatives, make appro-
priate decisions, work with others, and share 
responsibility for the health of the team, or-
ganization, or community. Leaders must de-
velop practical collaborative skills and tools 
for tapping the creativity, experience and 
commitment of staff and colleagues.

Resources
As already indicated above the suggested 
dual pathway approach to CD for AIS is re-
source intensive in terms of time and per-
sonal commitment, as well as funding. The 
extent to which planned actions can be fully 
implemented will depend on the availability of 
funding and skilled, local facilitators. 

The idea of a national marketplace of ac-
tivities whereby development partners can 
pledge to support parts of the overall CD for 
AIS strategy or can see ways of aligning them 
with ongoing programmes, is one suggestion 
for mobilizing resources. This is preferable to 
the conventional idea of developing individual 
project proposals, which would have the dis-
advantage of possibly divorcing activities from 
the coordination of the whole, and creating 
reporting and accountability lines to individ-
ual donors rather than to AIS system actors 
as a whole.

This will require development partners to 
review their funding practices and become 
more innovative. Hence the need to involve 
the development partners from the initial 
stage of the CD for AIS Cycle.



Chapter 4 | A Guide to Operationalization

35

Piloting
As already stressed, the proposed Common 
Framework, with its dual pathways to imple-
menting CD for AIS, is a novel concept that 
needs to be piloted in a few selected countries 
to assess the practicalities of its operationali-
zation as set out in this guidance note. 

On the basis of learning from these pilot 
countries what works and what does not in 
particular contexts, it will be possible to pro-
vide more concrete guidance to individual 
countries on how to institutionalize Common 
Framework. 

Overall considerations
When adopting the proposed cycle it is im-
portant to keep in mind that CD for AIS in-
volves complex processes. Strengthening the 
interactions of actors with diverse perspec-
tives, interest in the process, incentives for 

involvement, the outcome of which is influ-
enced by a myriad of factors, means that the 
outcome is difficult, if not impossible, to pre-
dict. The proposed dual pathways and the CD 
for AIS Cycle are suggested as ways of ensur-
ing that disjointed pilots or projects and CD 
efforts of various development partners can 
be better coordinated and synergies created, 
leading to overall learning and effective AIS. 
Whether and at what stage a ‘tipping point’ 
from bringing together various strands of in-
terventions to achieving an effectively func-
tioning AIS might be reached, is impossible 
to predict. 

The Common Framework proposes logical 
steps to improve interactions, coordination, 
joint learning, adaptation and responsiveness 
of system actors and the system as a whole. 
However it is not a guaranteed recipe for suc-
cess! 
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5.1 The M&E architecture

Typically, an M&E system is built on a logical 
results chain, assessing progress and results 
at different stages of the chain. The M&E ar-
chitecture proposed here establishes:

1.	 A system for monitoring and evaluating 
CD for AIS at country level.

2.	 A system for monitoring and evaluat-
ing the performance of the Common 
Framework at programme level. 

The first element refers to M&E of progress 
and results in each of the five CD stages set 
out within the Common Framework, whereas 
the second element evaluates the success of 

the Common Framework approach in its en-
tirety (its overall performance as a new ap-
proach to CD for AIS). 

The two elements of the M&E architecture 
are integrated: empirical evidence, findings 
and learning from one element feed into the 
other and vice versa. The implementation of 
the Common Framework undergoes continu-
ous adaption by using M&E approaches that 
encourage and facilitate collective knowl-
edge building and adaptive learning (see box 
5.1 and figure 5.1). This allows for improving 
approaches and interventions and making 
necessary adjustments. To track progress in 
a comprehensive manner, changes in all five 
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Box 5.1 | Key evaluation questions being answered by the proposed integrated M&E architecture

Capacity Development for Agricultural Innovation Systems at country level

How do we define and measure the performance of CD for AIS interventions within the CD 
for AIS Cycle, and what is the evidence on factors influencing the observed intended and 
unintended outcomes? Particularly, can a link between CD and the performance of national 
AIS or value chains be established?

Monitoring and Evaluation of the Performance of the Common Framework on CD  

for AIS at programme-level

How do we monitor and evaluate the performance of the Common Framework itself, and 
its contribution to the performance of AIS and the pro-poor outcomes that emerge? Is the 
Common Framework, the way it is designed and implemented, relevant to the intended 
users? In other words, does it suit the priorities and policies of the target group, recipients 
and development partners? Does it in fact engage target populations and promote learning? 
What factors influence the sustainability and replicability of CD at global level? Can we 
plausibly attribute improvements in the effectiveness of AIS to the CD interventions that are 
being advocated through TAP and the Common Framework?
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key capacities (Capacity to Navigate Com-
plexity, Capacity for Collaboration, Capac-
ity for Reflection and Learning, Capacity to 
Engage in Strategic and Political Processes 
and Capacity to Adapt and Respond in order 
to Realize the Potential of Innovation) need to 
be considered for effective M&E in CD for AIS. 
A consistent M&E methodology, starting from 
the needs assessment, is designed for com-
paring the effectiveness of CD interventions 
across time and space. 

It is intended that the proposed M&E archi-
tecture can be used as a tool that is applied 
in a systematic and harmonized way. The ad-
vantage of using a common approach is that 
it helps to structure and support monitoring 
and evaluative thinking within the individual 
countries that are implementing the Common 

Framework. In addition, it will build a system-
atic evidence base supporting the Common 
Framework. The expectation is that the M&E 
architecture will continuously undergo an ad-
aptation process based on lessons learned 
from the field, and thus will evolve over time 
into a more validated and robust architecture 
guiding M&E in CD for AIS initiatives. 

5.2 Towards a set of  
core results indicators

The CD for AIS Cycle described in Chapter 4 
promotes a systems approach to CD for AIS, 
whereby continuous learning and adaptation 
are key principles in achieving results. The 
notion is that CD is an endogenous process, 

Figure 5.1 | The M&E architecture of the TAP Common Framework

Learning from pilot projects

Global knowledge building

PROGRAMME-WIDE

Performance of the
TAP Common Framework

COUNTRY-WIDE

Performance of CD 
interventions in agricultural 
innovation systems

Stakeholders 
Institutions, organizations, 
networks, individuals

Evaluation criteria 
Relevance, effectiveness, 
efficiency, impact sustainability
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so its outcomes and the final impact are driv-
en by the “facilitative” performance of both 
the enabling environment and the capacity 
of AIS actors to “adapt and respond” to chal-
lenges and emerging opportunities. 

The main elements of the proposed CD for 
AIS Results Frame are set out below:

1.	 A clearly specified Impact that moti-
vates the CD effort: Improved produc-
tion systems and livelihoods through 
Capacity Development for more effec-
tive Agricultural Innovations Systems.

2.	 Two long-term outcomes that deter-
mine the extent of national and lo-
cal ownership of the effort, in order to 
achieve the stated development goal(s), 
as well as the efficiency and effective-
ness of that effort. The two Long-term 
CD Outcomes are:
•	improved capacity to create an ena-

bling environment of the AIS; and
•	improved capacity of AIS actors to 

“adapt and respond” in order to real-
ize the potential of innovation.

Figure 5.2 | The CD for AIS Results Frame
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3.	 A change process that leads to advances 
in intermediate outcomes among AIS ac-
tors, and, when effectively integrated, to 
more innovation. The Intermediate Out-
comes (IOs) are:
•	improved Capacity to Navigate Com-

plexities;
•	improved Capacity to Collaborate;
•	improved Capacity to Engage in Stra-

tegic and Political Processes; and
•	improved Capacity to Reflect and 

Learn. 
These depend on activities, instruments, 

and outputs designed to achieve the necessary 
capacity outcomes for the AIS actors or agents 
of change in the AIS. As discussed earlier, an 
effective AIS is a function of technical and 
functional capacities, and a fifth: the Capac-
ity to Adapt and Respond in order to Realize 
the Potential of Innovation. The effectiveness 
of the actor’s response to changes depends 
on the reflection of the four capacities at indi-
vidual and organizational dimensions.

Finally, the CD for AIS Results Frame in-
cludes outputs from CD interventions, which 
are the new and/or improved competen-
cies that individuals and organizations have 
gained. As part of the M&E System, these 
would be monitored and evaluated systemati-
cally along the 6 steps of the CD for AIS Cycle.

This guideline is meant to accompany the 
Common Framework document by providing 
more operational guidance on how to apply 
the Common Framework. It is also meant to 
be a working document, while the Common 
Framework is being piloted in the field. As 
such it provides some more practical details, 
and “food for thought” on how to go about op-
erationalizing monitoring and evaluation of 
the Common Framework at country level. It 
can be used as an aid for defining and meas-
uring the CD intervention results (i.e. out-
puts in form of new competencies, learning 
outcomes and long-term development out-

comes) by the pilot projects, and for thinking 
through how to monitor (i.e. collect, analyse 
and manage) the resulting information for ef-
fective learning, management and account-
ability purposes. The aim is also that the 
countries introducing the Common Frame-
work commit to reporting on an agreed set 
of “core” measures, including a joint develop-
ment of survey instruments for collecting the 
necessary information for the indicators. This 
will allow consolidation of information about 
country results, foster learning, and serve as 
evidence about the potential developmental 
performance of the Common Framework as 
whole. 

Experience shows, that it will require a 
consultative process with some iterations, in-
itially among core actors at system and niche 
level along with their development partners, 
to finalize and agree on a set of indicators and 
their definitions. Each project may have addi-
tional outputs and indicators that are specific 
to its context and project design. 

The following three tables provide a work-
ing list of core results indicators for meas-
uring (1)  long-term development outcomes; 
(2) intermediate outcomes; and (3) CD outputs 
that are compatible with the recommended 
M&E architecture laid out in the Common 
Framework. 
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Table 5.1 | Long-term CD outcomes (CDOs) with core indicators 

Long-term CD 
outcomes (CDO) at 
systems level

Core Indicators Recommended  
Data Source

CDO INDICATOR 1 
Changes in agricultural research intensity (ARI) in the target country

Improved 
capacity to create 
an enabling 
environment for 
the AIS 

Definition 
National expenditure on public agricultural R&D as a share of agricultural GDP. 
Recommended benchmark is 1%.

Guidance 
This measure is being widely used as an indicator of an economy’s relative degree of 
investment in generating new knowledge.
National and regional ARI data is publicly accessible at http://asti.cgiar.org (ASTI 
= Agricultural Science and Technology Indicators); ASTI is a trusted open-source 
database on agricultural research systems across the developing world, led by the 
International Food Policy Research Institute (IFPRI).

Secondary Data 
from ASTI:
http://asti.cgiar.org

CDO INDICATOR 2 
Improvements in “Enabling the Business of Agriculture” indicators of the target 
country”

Guidance
•	 “Enabling the Business of Agriculture 2015” is a pilot assessment report on the 

agribusiness sector enabling environment in 10 countries currently, but information 
on additional countries is expected to follow.
•	 It is an open-access database on enabling conditions for registering agricultural 

land, accessing financial services, strengthening seed systems, improving fertilizer 
supply, transporting agricultural goods, selling agricultural goods. 
•	Under testing: Contracting agricultural production, electrifying rural areas, con-

necting farmers to information. 
•	Depending on the CD for AIS country project, either a set of selected indicators or an 

index (to be generated − comprising all or only selected measures depending on the 
context of the pilot project) could be used as baseline (i.e. needs assessment stage) 
and subsequently changes could be tracked over time. 

Secondary data 
from:
World Bank
http://eba.
worldbank.org/

CDO INDICATOR 3 
Change in the summary score of reported learning outcomes by AIS stakeholders 
(aggregated at niche or national level)

Improved capacity 
of AIS actors to 
Adapt and Respond 
in order to Realize 
the Potential of 
Innovation

CD learning outcomes result from behavioural changes attributable to improved 
competencies in the four basic capacities: 

1.	To Navigate Complexity. 
2.	To Collaborate. 
3.	To Engage in Strategic and Political Processes.
4.	To Reflect and Learn.

Guidance 
•	 Learning outcomes can be tracked by conducting opinion surveys of AIS stakeholder 

organizations and their staff at baseline, mid-term and at the end of intervention 
period using questionnaires with Likert scale answering options.
•	 Each learning outcome would be measured at individual level using a self-assessment 

scoring methodology about the use of the competency acquired from the CD interven-
tion.
•	Data on learning outcomes would be collected periodically, e.g., every two years, 

aggregated at the level of the individual and the organization, and finally reported at 
the niche or system level.
•	Baseline would be zero.

Primary data 
collection:
Periodic survey of 
AIS stakeholders

(cont.)
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Table 5.1 (cont.)

CDO INDICATOR 4
Change in share of AIS organizational actors that demonstrated the ability to advance 
their role within the AIS by having undergone a systemic change process (i.e. adopt, 
adapt, expand, respond) since the intervention has been implemented

% of AIS organizational actors that advanced to the “ADOPT” Stage;
% of AIS organizational actors that advanced to the “ADAPT” Stage;
% of AIS organizational actors that advanced to the “EXPAND” Stage; and
% of AIS organizational actors that advanced to the “RESPOND” Stage. 

Guidance 
Nippard, Hitchins and Elliott (2014) use a framework for measuring systemic change for 
the four stages of: adopt, adapt, expand and respond. 
Reflective questions for the project team to gauge the stage in which the organization is 
considered to be: 
•	 if you left now, would partners return to their previous way of working? (ADOPT) – 

yes/no;
•	 if you left now, would partners build upon the changes they’ve adopted, without us? 

(ADAPT) - yes/no;
•	 if you left now, would target group benefits depend on too few people, firms, or 

organizations? (EXPAND) - yes/no; and
•	 if you left now, would the system be supportive of the changes introduced (allowing 

them to be upheld, grow, and evolve)? (RESPOND) yes/no.

The intention is to track whether those at the adoption stage are in fact moving to more 
advanced stages and if so, at what pace, and how does one organizational AIS actor 
compare with the other? 

Nippard, et al. (2014) include a set of possible indicators that can be applied as evidence 
for determining whether a country’s AIS falls under one or the other category, e.g.
•	 financial and in-kind commitment by partners; 
•	 partner’s satisfaction with results from the pilot; 
•	 interest in and ownership over learning that emerges from the pilot; and
•	 former (pilot-phase) partners have invested in upholding, or improving upon (quali-

tatively or quantitatively), the change(s) adopted, without programme support.

Periodic Self-
Assessment by 
Project Team
See also Nippard, 
Hitchins and Elliott 
(2014)

Notes: This “enabling environment for an agricultural innovation system” is being defined as the set of factors that influence 
agricultural innovation but are controlled by institutional, regulatory and policy domains other than those directly linked to 
agricultural innovation. Please refer to Section 3.3 in the main document for more information.
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Table 5.2 | Intermediate Outcomes (IOs) with core indicators 

IO 1 Intermediate Outcomes indicators

Improved 
(systems) 
capacity to 
navigating 
complexity

IO Indicators 1.1 
Level of cost reductions and/or revenue gain of AIS organizational actors 

Guidance
The assumption is that through improving the analytical competencies of AIS actors (e.g. in terms of systems 
thinking, complexity theory, value chain analysis, cost-benefit analysis) the understanding of the system and its 
interconnectedness is being improved, and with this information improved management decision can be taken that 
lead to reduced cost and/ or increase of revenues among other things.
Management of AIS stakeholder organizations would be asked to estimate whether there have been cost reduction / 
revenue gains due to improving their analytical competencies (e.g. cost-benefit analysis, value chain analysis).
Measure can be generated based on self-assessment by AIS stakeholder organization on a Likert scale such as:
3 – Significant cost reduction /revenue gains.
2 – Considerable cost reduction.
1 – No, cost reduction.
0 – Don’t know.
Certainly actual cost reductions /revenue gains should be measured in monetary terms, if data availability permits.

IO Indicator 1.2 
Increase in number of co-innovations generated and put into practice (between organizational actors)

Guidance
This indicator will help monitor whether over time the AIS is maturing and thereby generates an increased number 
of innovations.
Unit of measurement could be: number of improved technologies released, adoption rates of improved technologies 
and practices.

Based on CD intervention output: Improved analytical competencies (e.g. systems thinking, complexity theory, value chain analysis, 
gender analysis)

IO 2 Intermediate Outcomes indicators 

Improved 
(systems) 
capacity to 
collaborate 

IO Indicator 2.1 
Inclusive decision-making processes about [topic] is in place (0-3) 
“Inclusive decision-making” involves four steps (i) Collect input widely (both in terms of participation and in diversity 
of perspectives); (ii) Facilitate consensus; (iii) Announce the decision clearly; and (iv) Do not reconsider the decision 
unless there is significant new information. 
“[topic]” to be defined based on AIS context.

Pilot project management and oversight bodies would self-assess whether an inclusive decision-making process 
for the targeted subject matter has been put in place, by using four results categories:
3 − Yes, fully. All four steps in inclusive decision making has been satisfactorily achieved.
2 − Yes, but only moderately satisfactorily. All four steps in inclusive decision-making have been conducted, some 
only moderately satisfactorily.
1 − Yes, but it is moderately unsatisfactory. All four steps in inclusive decision-making have been conducted, but 
mostly unsatisfactorily. 
0 − No. One or more of the four steps in inclusive decision-making have not been conducted.

IO Indicator 2.2 
AIS actors view themselves as part of an aligned, interlinked system

IO Indicator 2.3 
Perceived level of (i) trust and (ii) commitment by AIS actors

Guidance
Data for both indicators would be collected through periodic Stakeholder Perception Surveys asking questions 
related to: 
•	 beliefs;
•	 collective action; 
•	 trust in relationships, social networks, institutions of governance (including fairness of rules, official proce-

dures, dispute resolution and resource allocation);
•	 organizational commitment; and
•	willingness to support, empowerment and involvement as elements of commitment.

The unit of measurement would be a (summary) score generated based on answers for a group of questions.

Examples for possible questionnaire techniques: 
“I believe in the value of this change” => 1(strongly disagree) -2 -3 -4 -5 -6- 7 (I strongly agree).
“How well do people in your village/neighbourhood help each other out these days? Use a five point scale, where 1 
means always helping and 5 means never helping.”

(cont.)
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Table | 5.2 (cont.)

•	 Always helping;
•	Helping most of the time;
•	Helping sometimes;
•	 Rarely helping; and
•	Never helping.

Some resources for questionnaire design: 
Measuring Social Capital – An Integrated Questionnaire, World Bank (2007), Coetsee (1999)

CD intervention output: Improved process competencies (e.g. team building, listening, conflict negotiation, leadership, emotional 
intelligence, participatory methodologies

IO 3 Intermediate Outcomes indicators

Improved 
(systems) 
capacity to 
engage in 
strategic 
and political 
processes

IO Indicator 3.1 
Resources (time, budget) dedicated for engaging in joint activities with other AIS (organizational) actors with 
the objective of advancing the functioning of AIS 

Guidance 
Joint activities with the objective of advancing the functioning of AIS could be the undertaking of joint research 
(e.g., resulting in joint publications), workshops, working group meetings, field days, knowledge fairs, joint 
online platforms, Board membership in partner organizations, etc.
The unit of measurement can be number of hours, day, local currency, opportunity cost of time spent.

IO Indicator 3.2 
Progress made in advocating for reforms

Guidance 
The assumption is that improved political engagement competencies will help in advocating for policy and 
regulatory reforms in a more successfully way. 
This success would be measured through: 

1.	Self-assessment by the project team (e.g., using a scale of 1-5, whereby no progress is 1 and excellent 
progress 5), with documentation of evidence, such as the use of AIS based policy analysis in formal policy-
making processes. 

2.	Success in achieving campaign milestones for a given year (on a scale from 1-5).

CD intervention output: Improved Political Engagement Competencies (policy analysis, influence and negotiation skills)

IO 4 Intermediate Outcomes indicators

Improved 
(systems) 
capacity to 
reflect and learn 

IO Indicator 4.1 
‘Developmental evaluation tools’ are being implemented effectively (on a scale from 1 to 5)

Guidance 
A generic checklist should be developed for: 
•	 stock-taking of what type of developmental evaluation (DE) tools are being applied. DE tools include out-

come mapping, contribution analysis, most significant change analysis, appreciative inquiry, participatory 
action research, and visual language; and
•	 gauging whether the principles and methods behind the DE tool are being applied in the intended and best 

possible way.

In this respect, the team may also want to look at whether some of the following good practices in DE are being 
followed (Gamble, 2008): 
•	 the M&E focal point takes an “accompanying” role during the innovation process, i.e., he/she contributes 

to the core group of actors by moving through a range of roles such as observer, questioner and facilitator; 
he/she frames and syntheses ideas for the group, and thereby helps the group to make sense of its delib-
erations, to fine-tune and to move on. In the same way, the evaluator as facilitator supports the group as it 
interprets progress data so that it can feed directly into the ongoing development process;
•	 data collection is mainstreamed into the overall organization’s processes and serves planning, implemen-

tation and evaluation in parallel, i.e., data collection for evaluation already begins in the planning phase and 
continues through implementation and post-evaluation. Mechanisms can be the use of blogs and reflective 
journals; and
•	 process reporting goes hand in hand with an active framing of (process) data interpretation and the con-

scious challenging of assumptions, e.g. during reflexive meetings, strategy conversations. 

Resources: Gamble (2008), Patton and Horton (2009). 

CD intervention output: Improved Competencies in developmental evaluation, evidence-based and experiential learning and 
documentation (e.g. Participatory Action Research, appreciative inquiry, tracking the change process, reflexive monitoring and 
evaluation, horizontal evaluation, revised and emergent modelling).

Notes: Largely based on self-assessment by (i) individuals; and (ii) representatives of organizations on behalf of their organization, 
and measured on a Likert scale (e.g. 1-10); it is suggested that a common survey tool should be developed and implemented by the 
proposed country pilot implementations.
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Table 5.3 | CD for AIS outputs and indicators matching the stages of the CD for AIS Cycle

Stage in  
CD for AIS Cycle

Cycle Outputs
COMPETENCIES

Core outputs (both at the level of an 
innovation niche or national system 

Core output indicators  
(for illustrative purposes;  
to be customized based on context 
and priorities of the innovation niche 
or national system) 

Galvanizing 
Commitment 

Improved Understanding, 
Commitment and 
Ownership of a process 
to strengthen AIS and CD 
for AIS.

Agreement on coherent process and 
boundaries of the AI system. 

Scoping Study conducted.

Inception workshop planed and 
convened in an inclusive way.

Document [topic] describing CD 
for AIS process and boundaries is 
prepared and circulated. 

Scoping study [topic] commissioned 
and circulated among stakeholders 
for feedback.

Inception Workshop conducted.

Visioning Facilitative Leadership 
Committed and inclusive 
political engagement 
behaviour. 

Clear Vision Statement is in place  
(at system and innovation niche level).

Vision Statement xyz developed in a 
participatory process. 

Vision statement xyz published with 
endorsement by key stakeholders 
(name).

Capacity Needs 
Assessment

Inclusive CD Needs 
Assessment, integrating 
technical, functional and 
capacities to adapt and 
respond. 

CD Needs assessment conducted 
(i) using an effective participatory 
approach, and (ii) integrating the 
three dimensions of CD (technical, 
functional and capacities to adapt and 
respond). 

CD Needs Assessment report 
prepared and publicly available (yes/
no).

CD Needs Assessment meets agreed 
quality criteria (on a scale of 1−5).1

CD Strategy Effective leadership and 
management behaviour. 

Improved Leadership competencies.

Improved managerial competencies. 

CD for AIS Champions identified and 
nurtured. 

360 degree competency assessment 
conducted as planned.

Change in 360 degree competency 
assessment score.2

Inclusive CD Strategy and 
CD Action plan developed 
and financing secured.

CD Strategy developed using a 
participatory approach. 

CD Action plan developed using a 
participatory approach. 

Sustainable financing plan.

The CD strategy is publicly accessible 
(yes/no).

The process for developing the 
strategy meets agreed quality criteria 
(on a scale of 1−5). 

Action plan developed and publicly 
available (yes/no).

The process for developing the action 
plan meets quality criteria (on a scale 
of 1−5).

Financing plan is in place and meets 
agreed quality standards (yes/no).

Implementation CD Implementation is 
progressing satisfactorily.

Timely achievement of milestones. 

Evidence on improved 
interdisciplinary mind-sets, incentive 
systems, KM, organizational changes, 
soft skills; ability to partner, influence 
and mobilize resources.

Effective innovation brokerage 
mechanism in place.

Measures of progress in change 
management of research and 
extension management. 

Milestones established in action plan 
have been achieved within an agreed 
timeframe (1−5).

Notes: 1 A summary score generated from a check-list to be jointly designed and used by all pilot projects;.
2 The leadership practices measured include: Vision, Goals and Objects, Model the Way/Quality Standards, Looking for a Better 
Way, Communication, Feedback, Rewards & Recognition, Building Relationships, Delegation, Participative Management, Individual 
Development, job Satisfaction.
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There are a number of existing tools that may 
be used for the stages in the proposed CD 
cycle. Some of them have been mentioned in 
Chapter 4. The toolbox describes these tools 
in more detail providing sources where more 
information on their use can be found and 
wherever possible pointing out the strengths 
and weaknesses of these tools. These tools are 
by no means prescriptive but should stimulate 
thinking on how best to approach a certain area 
of CD for AIS. In many cases they will need to 
be adapted to the specific issue of AIS in a giv-
en context. Utilizing these tools is by no means 
a guarantee of success. A tool is only as good 
as the craftsperson who uses it. Those respon-
sible for the CD for AIS framework implemen-
tation are thus encouraged to be flexible and 
creative in their choice of tools and adapt to the 
local situation and actor constellation.

6.1 Action Plan Matrix

An action plan guides the team for getting 
things done and realizing their goals and vi-
sions. After mobilizing the team, defining the 
problem, developing visions and identifying 
roles and responsibilities, an action plan can 
be translated into a matrix. Some common 
elements of a matrix are priority areas, ob-
jectives, activities need to achieve capacity 
change, possible resources, actors responsi-
ble for different tasks, and time line. 

An action plan matrix serves as a product 
that formalizes commitments for action and 
provides a plan to guide it.
•	the action plan and matrix aid in learning 

processes – through the exercise of plan-
ning (collective reflection on a specific is-
sue) the actors arrive at a consensual defi-
nition of their problem, and become aware 
of their capacities to change the situations;
•	action plan should not be ambitious – 

scope of the action plan should not be 
large; and

•	it is often a challenge to make the action 
plan concise and targeted. Without a con-
cise and targeted action plan matrix, it is 
difficult to mobilize people and resources 
to accomplish the tasks.

Sources: FAO (2013b). 

6.2 Appreciative Inquiry 
Methodology

Appreciative Inquiry is a methodology based 
on the belief that the way you conduct an 
inquiry affects the outcome. It is a positive 
thinking inquiry process that uses a series of 
statements to describe where the organiza-
tion wants to be based on what already works 
in the organization. It is a powerful approach 
to change that engages and focuses the dis-
cussion positively.

By shifting conversations to the affirmative 
and positive, it can help growth and improve-
ment in organizations. It can be used when:
•	analysing organizations;
•	designing change interventions;
•	benchmarking an organization;
•	doing strategic planning; and
•	conducting monitoring and evaluation.
In some cases, the impression may be 

gained that the methodology is glossing over 
fundamental problems and conflicts within 
an organization by focusing only on the posi-
tive. Using a problem tree analysis as an entry 
point often helps in first bringing out critical 
issues to then focus on positive solutions. 

Sources: FAO (2012b; 2013b).

6.3 Assessing Organizational 
Capacity

This tool aims to ensure that the most critical 
areas of organizational capacity are consid-
ered when planning an assessment. The tool 
uses a checklist of issues used to help deter-
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mine if and how thoroughly the organization(s) 
should be assessed; the checklist can also 
be used to verify if a previous assessment 
has included the issues recommended. The 
checklist focuses on the following assess-
ment areas:
•	organizational outputs (services and 

products, including regulatory services 
and/or products);
•	inputs (monetary, human, and physical 

and/or technical resources);
•	leadership;
•	motivation and incentives;
•	balance between functional and political 

dimensions of the organization(s);
•	fit between the formal and informal 

organization(s); and
•	networking capacity.
This tool is relevant when competent actors 

have decided that a more formal and con-
centrated assessment or self-assessment 
of organizational capacity should be carried 
out. This tool is used when local stakeholders 
with sufficient power and concern for the sec-
tor are committed to foster CD.

It does not indicate how the key issues can 
or should be assessed, which can be done 
in many different ways. People involved still 
need to base their choices of assessment in-
struments on professional judgment.

Assessment by “others” is a very sensi-
tive and delicate matter. Paying attention to 
content only and seeking an “objective” an-
swer without considering how to involve the 
staff and management is a recipe for failure, 
hostility, breakdown of trust, and increased 
resistance to change.

Source: ADB (2011).

6.4 Audience Mapping

This tool identifies who has authority to make 
policy changes, or the primary audience (this 
could be as broad as the president or prime 

minister, a city mayor, the head of an institu-
tion or the CEO of a local company). In a sec-
ond step, those individuals are identified who 
can influence the decisions of the primary 
audience and help gain access or convey in-
formation to the main actors. Such second-
ary audiences could include interest groups, 
business leaders, NGO or donor representa-
tives, or possibly other policy-makers.

6.5 Brainstorming

It uses power of mind making it possible to 
quickly and, with a minimum effort, extend 
one’s horizon to available experiences, ideas 
and opinions. It is applied during group ses-
sions or workshop to collect uncommented 
ideas or suggestion. It is thus used at the be-
ginning of the session (brief but comprehen-
sive) in order to gain overview of the theme to 
be treated. Brainstorming sessions are used 
for solving a process problem, inventing new 
products or product innovation, solving inter-
group communication problems, improving 
customer service, budgeting exercises, pro-
ject scheduling, etc.

The method encourages creativity through 
a free flow of ideas. It ensures realism (i.e.by 
giving voice to a wide range of different per-
spectives) and increases commitment among 
participants to the final “product” of the dis-
cussion. This method usually leads to a very 
animated and energetic discussion. Even 
more reserved participants usually feel bold 
enough to contribute.

The power of association may be blocked 
if the ideas are criticized (e.g. it will cost too 
much, we have tried this before, etc.) as soon 
as they are expressed. This would discour-
age team members from expressing their 
ideas and introduces an element of self-
censorship.

The output should be considered as first 
as an issue to consider, and then these must 
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be examined closely. Ideas that are not sup-
ported by evidence or not feasible should be 
eliminated at a later stage.

The sessions may be hampered due to 
many factors, such as unclear objectives or 
ill-defined goals, disorganized or less-than-
enthusiastic participation, conflicts among 
team members, strong or overbearing per-
sonalities as well as micro-management by 
various decision makers, etc.

Sources: SDC (2009), FAO (2013b).

6.6 Capacity Focused  
Problem Tree

This tool identifies a capacity issue as a core 
problem, as well as its effects and root caus-
es. It helps initiate and follow up on the col-
laborative design and implementation phase. 
It is an interesting tool that helps clarify the 
precise capacity-development objectives that 
the intervention aims to achieve.

By interpreting the effects to set objectives 
and addressing root causes to inform activi-
ties, a problem tree is a tool to helpful to de-
velop and action plan and reach clarity about 
the outputs and outcomes that will be moni-
tored. 

A drawback may be that it tends to simplify 
very complex issues. 

Source: FAO (2012b).

6.7 Capacity Needs Prioritization

It is an exercise related to capacity needs 
assessment, and uses a plenary session in 
a workshop to discuss priorities categoriz-
ing capacity needs into “high”, “medium” 
and “low”. At this stage of the assessment, 
it is very important to have clarity regarding 
what types of intervention might be consid-
ered by the funder of the capacity assess-
ment.

It is helpful to establish what types of in-
tervention might be supported by the existing 
mechanisms and might be undertaken with-
out reliance on “external” funding. 

A participatory process of prioritization of 
capacity needs, while raising stakeholder 
expectations, can be extremely useful for 
deepening the analysis of capacity issues and 
thinking strategically about how these can be 
addressed. 

This exercise helps participants to transi-
tion from thinking in terms of “wish-lists” of 
what could be done to identifying implementa-
ble measures that will make a difference. 

Source: FAO (2012b).

6.8 Circle of Cohesion 

The Circle of Cohesion is a network analysis 
tool, specifically used to identify patterns of in-
teractions (both constructive and destructive, 
as well as corresponding interventions) that ei-
ther generate or drain energy from the network. 
The Circle of Coherence focuses on healthy in-
teraction within the network. It tries to assess:
•	if the network generates energy or not;
•	which patterns of interaction require 

most attention; and
•	what was undertaken to restore connec-

tion, or raise the level of coherence.
The dynamics tracked by this tool can be-

come very complicated and complex, hence 
its use requires skilful facilitation and knowl-
edge of the tool. 

Source: http://www.linkconsult.nl/en/ 
gereedschap/modellen

6.9 Drivers of Change

This tool is a qualitative study for country 
analysis which helps to identify different driv-
ers of CD and linkages to the long and short-
term changes. 
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The Drivers of change (DoC) tool helps to 
identify several issues required for under-
standing context and process of changes: 
•	basic country analysis – covering the so-

cial, political, economic and institutional 
factors affecting the dynamics and pos-
sibilities for change; 
•	medium-term dynamics of change – cov-

ering policy processes, in particular the 
incentives and capacities of agents oper-
ating within institutions; 
•	role of external forces – including the 

intentional and unintentional actions of 
donors;
•	link between change and poverty reduc-

tion – covering how change is expected 
to affect poverty and over what period of 
time;
•	operational implications – covering how 

to translate an understanding of the con-
text into strategies and actions; and
•	how we work – covering organizational 

incentives, including those promoting or 
impeding the retention of country knowl-
edge. 

It is essential that the team conducting the 
DoC analysis includes people with a very good 
knowledge of the country.

It requires significant amount of time to 
collect data and conduct the analysis.

It requires sound knowledge of data col-
lection and skills of facilitation, analysis and 
synthesis. 

Sources: FAO (2013a; 2013b).

6.10 Force Field Analysis

This tool − also called pros and cons analy-
sis − is usually used for a preliminary context 
analysis, as well as to periodically review or-
ganizational goals and to set priorities.

It aims at drawing a picture of forces that 
work in favour or against a plan or project. 

The analysis provides the assessment team 

with information to help make decisions that 
accommodate the interests of all forces. It is 
an action planning tool to help enhance or 
minimize opposing forces which can halt or 
encourage Change. Organizations or groups 
are better equipped to handle and plan for 
change when they increase their understand-
ing of force relationships.

The rationale of the tool is based on the as-
sumption that the outcome of a future plan 
or project is determined by forces acting for 
or against it. It is essential to reach consen-
sus on what is the future ‘desired’ state if the 
team is to agree on what are positive or nega-
tive forces.

There may be a dilemma in reaching agree-
ment as there is no ‘in-between’ decision − 
when some actors view a force as favouring 
the desired future state, while others may 
view the same forces as maintaining the sta-
tus quo; some forces may even receive both 
types of assessments.

Sources: FAO (2013b), Kumar (1999), SDC (2009).

6.11 Gap Analysis

This is a process of generating long lists of 
capacity needs or aspects of CD requiring 
some form of intervention. It involves defining 
‘desired’ capacity, and measuring ‘existing’ 
capacity through the participation of relevant 
actors. This is also called capacity assess-
ment, and is a structured discussion with key 
national actors on major capacity issues, per-
ception, with suggestions at different levels. 
Different checklists and matrices can be used 
to guide the process. However, these should 
be adapted to the specific context of CD for 
AIS. 

In general, the process is guided by three 
general questions:
•	Where are we now?
•	Where do we want to go?
•	What is the best way to get there?
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It provides a comparison of existing ca-
pacities with desired levels of capacities, and 
helps to determine specific aspects of CD.

It is a step-by-step process and can be 
complex and time consuming.

Gap analysis may raise expectations among 
the actors, which needs to be well managed.

Source: FAO (2012b).

6.12 Interest/Influence Matrix

This is a matrix that helps to understand the 
role that local stakeholders and development 
partners should play in CD processes. Inter-
est indicates their concern and support for 
CD change and “influence” indicates ability to 
resist or promote the CD process. It can be 
used during the identification and/or formu-
lation phase of the project cycle.

Source: FAO (2012b).

6.13 Mind Maps 

 A mind map is a diagram that connects infor-
mation around a central subject. At the centre 
is the main idea, the branches or arms are 
subtopics or related ideas. Greater levels of 
detail branch out from there and branches 
can be linked together.

Mind maps can be used for almost any 
thinking or learning task, from studying a 
subject (such as a new language) to planning 
a career or even building better habits. 

Mind maps can be more effective than 
other brainstorming and linear note-taking 
methods for a number of reasons:
•	it is a graphical tool that can incorporate 

words, images, numbers and colour, so 
it can be more memorable and enjoyable 
to create and review. The combination of 
words and pictures is several times bet-
ter for remembering information than 
words alone;

•	mind maps link ideas and group concepts 
together through natural associations. This 
helps generate more ideas, find deeper 
meaning in your subject, and also prompt 
you to fill in more or find what is missing;
•	a mind map can at once give you an over-

view of a large subject while also holding 
large amounts of information;
•	it’s also a very intuitive way to organize 

your thoughts, since mind maps mimic 
the way our brains think − bouncing ideas 
off of each other, rather than thinking lin-
early; and
•	one can generate ideas very quickly with 

this technique, and are encouraged to ex-
plore different creative pathways.

6.14 Most Significant Change

This is a participatory storytelling technique 
used for M&E of outcomes in an open way. It 
is especially helpful to unearth unexpected 
outcomes of interventions that otherwise are 
not trackable with indicators.

It can complement formal evaluation tech-
niques, especially where the impact of an in-
tervention can be described more effectively by 
qualitative rather than quantitative indicators.

It is simple and involves easy steps to follow.
The tool needs active stakeholders who are 

able to stay engaged, as they may be needed 
in identifying the type of change to be record-
ed and in analysing the data. 

It is difficult if stakeholders are not active 
or easily accessible. 

Source: FAO (2013b).

6.15 Outcome Harvesting

It is an assessment tool that applies principles 
of outcome mapping tools to identify, verify 
and formulate outcomes − what each social 
actor (or change agent) did, or is doing, that 
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reflects a significant change in their behaviour, 
relationships, activities, actions, policies or 
practice. It is used to learn about who changed 
what, when and where, why it matters, and 
how the programme contributed. It can be 
used either for monitoring or for assessment 
of projects, programmes or organizations.
•	It is helpful when the nature of problem 

is complex − i.e. if it involves many and 
diverse social actors, challenging devel-
opment problems addressed, and the 
uncertain solutions to these problems. 
There are often difficult to monitor pro-
cesses because of the multiple actors in-
volved and unclear result chains, but they 
offer an opportunity for experimentation 
to gather new lessons.
•	The information gathered can be used 

to maximize the benefits of interven-
tions and offer a context-specific view to 
inform and complement learning from 
other M&E data.
•	Outcomes provide qualitative learning 

on key interventions and identify essen-
tial lessons, such as how best to adapt 
successful efforts to different contexts 
and how to choose the best mix of ac-
tors to involve. The information can also 
promote dialogue and inform strategic 
decisions on next steps. The information 
can help answer questions about a pro-
gramme’s results, and be a starting point 
for more comprehensive evaluation.

Source: World Bank (2014a).

6.16 Net-Map

Net-Map is a participatory, influence-network 
mapping method, based on social network 
analysis and power mapping. This pen-and-
paper method helps those involved in or ob-
serving agricultural innovation to determine 
and discuss who the actors are, how they are 
linked, how influential they are, what their 

goals are, and what are the crucial bottle-
necks and opportunities.

Net-Map is useful for understanding com-
plex, dynamic situations in which multiple ac-
tors influence each other and the outcome.

It can be used for an initial assessment of an 
innovation system and can also help to monitor 
the innovation system’s development over time.

Source: Schiffer (2012). 

6.17 Outcome Mapping

Participatory methodology, to create outcome 
maps for organizations where M&E is primarily 
intended to support learning and improvement. 
It clarifies the presumed logical intended rela-
tionships among the objects of a programme, 
project or activity. This can be useful at any 
stage from ex-ante design to ex-post assess-
ment. Clarifying ongoing and emerging inten-
tions can be useful when implementing and 
monitoring, and in evaluations.
•	It provides a structured framework for 

programmed design, outcome and per-
formance monitoring and evaluation. 
•	It actively engages groups and teams in 

designing a learning-oriented plan and 
encourages self-reflection.
•	Often used for large programmes, but 

difficult to use for smaller programmes 
as it may not be appropriate, but can be 
used for parts of smaller projects.

Source: FAO (2013a).

6.18 PESTLE Analysis

This is a model for analysing macro-environ-
mental factors affecting the performance of 
an organization. The basic PEST assesses 
the Political, Economic, Social and Techno-
logical environment within which an organiza-
tion operates. These are aspects of the external 
environment that are beyond the direct influ-
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ence of the organization, but which should be 
considered by the organization when drafting 
its strategic plan and planning for the future. 

There are several variations of the PEST. 
Some analysts add legal and environmental 
factors, renaming it into PESTLE or PESTEL; 
others add ethics and demographic factors.

The tool can be used to understand the ex-
ternal environment of an organization. It can be 
part of a strategic analysis to obtain an overview 
of the different macro-environmental factors 
that an organization has to consider to remain 
relevant. It can be used to shape the opportuni-
ties and threats elements in a SWOT analysis.

Source: FAO (2013b). 

6.19 Problem-Tree Analysis

This is a planning tool, also called situation 
analysis or just problem analysis, that helps 
to find solutions by mapping out the anatomy 
of cause and effect around an issue, in a simi-
lar way to a mind map, but with more struc-
ture. The cause-effect diagram is drawn as a 
tree structure, where all items on the same 
causal level are aligned vertically.

The Problem tree is closely linked to the 
objectives tree, another key tool in the pro-
ject planner’s repertoire, and well used by 
development agencies. The problem tree can 
be converted into an objectives tree by re-
phrasing each of the problems into positive 
desirable outcomes − as if the problem had 
already been treated. In this way, root causes 
and consequences are turned into root so-
lutions, and key project or influencing entry 
points are quickly established. These objec-
tives may well be worded as objectives for 
change. These can then feed into a force field 
analysis, which provides a useful next step.

The problem can be broken down into man-
ageable and definable chunks. 
•	This enables a clearer prioritization 

of factors and helps focus objectives. 

There is more understanding of the prob-
lem and its often interconnected and 
even contradictory causes. This is often 
the first step in finding win-win solutions;
•	It identifies the constituent issues and ar-

guments, and can help establish who and 
what the political actors and processes 
are at each stage.
•	It can help establish whether further 

information, evidence or resources are 
needed to make a strong case, or build a 
convincing solution.
•	Current issues − rather than apparent, 

future or past issues − are dealt with and 
identified.
•	The process of analysis often helps build 

a shared sense of understanding, pur-
pose and action.
•	Problems need to be formulated as ac-

curately as possible, and there should be 
consensus in problem formulation.
•	It is easy to confuse ‘problem’ with ‘miss-

ing solution’, as the latter can also be 
interpreted as a problem. Therefore, it is 
necessary to make a special effort to go to 
the root cause and not see only symptoms.
•	A single cause-effect line reinforces lin-

ear thinking; things are usually more 
complicated and there may be several 
interrelated lines.
•	Representing all causes and all inter-re-

lationships among them can become un-
manageable. Therefore, the team needs 
to reach consensus on what are the most 
important ones.

Source: FAO (2013b). 

6.20 Rapid Appraisal of 
Agricultural Innovation Systems 
(RAAIS)

RAAIS is a participatory diagnostic tool for 
integrated analysis of complex agricultural 
problems and capacity to innovate. RAAIS fa-



Chapter 6 | Tool Box

55

cilitates the analysis of interactions among: 
(1)  different dimensions, levels and stake-
holder dynamics of complex agricultural 
problems; (2)  innovation capacity in the ag-
ricultural system; and (3)  the existence and 
performance of the agricultural innovation 
support system. RAAIS has been developed 
and tested to identify and analyse opportuni-
ties for dealing with parasitic weeds in rain 
fed rice production in Tanzania and Benin. An 
upgraded version of RAAIS can be used as 
a participatory tool that can identify specific 
and generic entry points for innovation to ad-
dress complex agricultural problems in the 
humid tropics.

It is a multi-method tool that combines 
qualitative and quantitative data collection 
techniques (workshops, interviews, ques-
tionnaires, secondary data analysis) that then 
allows for critical triangulation and validation 
of data. RAAIS facilitates interaction and ne-
gotiation among different groups of stake-
holders in collecting and analysing data (e.g. 
farmers, NGO/civil society, private sector, 
government and researchers). RAAIS work-
shops can be organized with Research for 
Development (R4D) Platform or Innovation 
Platform members to identify entry points for 
innovation.

It is however quite a time consuming exer-
cise, taking at least one full day with multiple 
actors, and requiring skilled facilitation.

Source: Schut (2014). 

6.21 Rapid Assessment 
Questionnaire

This is a matrix for rapidly diagnosing (assess-
ing, reviewing, etc.) the capacities required at 
system and other levels. There are different 
methods for rapid assessment of CD, and the 
matrix should be developed considering the 
concept and practices of CD for AIS.

Source: European Commission (2012).

6.22 Reflexive Monitoring  
in Action 

Reflexive Monitoring in Action (RMA) focuses 
on analysis of the dynamics of network build-
ing, social learning and negotiation process-
es, and/or the effectiveness and efficiency of 
individual and/or collective activities, with a 
view to adapting interventions in the immedi-
ate future (Mierlo et al., 2010; Arkesteijn et 
al. 2015). With the aid of various tools and 
skills, a reflective monitor (or a knowledge 
manager/facilitator) supports participants to 
reflect upon the relationships between activi-
ties and results, the institutional setting, and 
the ambition to change in both short-term 
actions and long-term goal and future per-
spectives. 

Source: Mierlo et al. (2010).

6.23 Rich Picture
In situations involving actors from different 
fields with different perspectives and under-
standing of terms, it is often useful to use a 
visualization method. Here participants would 
be asked in groups to visualize the present 
and future situation of AIS through a drawing. 
This stimulates thinking deeply about an is-
sue, and to understand it well enough to ex-
press it pictorially.

This method makes use of various parts of 
the brain and triggers more creative thinking. 
Also, a picture can sometimes say more than 
a thousand words.
•	It helps participants to make connections 

among what they learned, and they often 
enjoy doing this assignment.
•	The method requires quite some time 

to accomplish the whole process. It can 
become more of a recap than a deep re-
flection, i.e. encouraging people to visu-
alize their learning (not just what hap-
pened).
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6.24 Scanning the  
Institutional and Political 
Economy Context

This matrix is framed as a checklist to help 
assess typical institutional and political 
economy factors (budget allocations, influ-
ences on policy-making, influences on or-
ganizational capacities, accountability and 
monitoring processes, networking and ex-
ternal relations) across sectors that may 
influence the prospects for successful CD. 
This is done through a quick scanning of sig-
nificant factors that enable and/or constrain 
the capacity and performance of sector or-
ganizations.
•	It focuses on medium-term to longer-

term factors, and not on individual actors 
and stakeholders.
•	It helps to answer the question: Which 

context factors explain the current ca-
pacity, and why?
•	The tool facilitates a dialogue about the 

readiness for the intervention among 
people with interests and voice or power.
•	It is easy to apply.
Results of an analysis of institutional and 

political economy factors may be contested 
and could evoke negative reactions, particu-
larly if the analysis were to be carried out by 
external development partners.

Sources: ADB (2011); FAO (2012b).

6.25 Sector Network Analysis

This methodology maps institutional link-
ages by visualizing relationships between 
actors and assessing the position of actors 
within the system. It helps map the necessary 
connections and interactions among actors, 
allowing the identification of priorities for 
strengthening relationships.

Source: Gordijn et al. (2012).

6.26 Self-Assessment 
Questionnaires

Capacity needs can be assessed using a self-
assessment questionnaire. Any questionnaire 
should be designed with the possibilities for 
open-ended inquiry and for probing issues of 
particular importance. Given the contextual 
demands of any assessment, it is expected 
that the questions will be adapted, added to 
and/or deleted, to address context-specific 
needs.

When actors are geographically dispersed, 
self-assessment questionnaire is useful to 
assess capacity.
•	Results can be used to stimulated dis-

cussion in a follow-up visit or workshop.
•	Questions should be very clear; otherwise 

people will not complete the assessment.
•	Correct translation in local language is 

needed.
•	Significant time is required to follow-up, 

enter and analyse the data.

6.27 Self-Assessment Scoring 
Matrix

A scale can also be used to quantify capacity 
needs/priorities.

6.28 Six Thinking Hats  
(De Bono)

Six Thinking Hats is a powerful tool that facili-
tates productive: critical thinking, collabora-
tion, communication, and creativity. It enables 
each person’s unique point of view to be in-
cluded and considered. It provides a frame-
work to help people think clearly and thor-
oughly by directing their thinking attention 
in one direction at a time: white hat − facts; 
green hat − creativity; yellow hat − benefits; 
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black − cautions; red hat − feelings; and blue 
hat − process.

It’s a simple mental metaphor. Hats are 
easy to put on and to take off. Each hat is a 
different colour, which signals the thinking 
ingredient. In a group setting each member 
thinks using the same thinking hat, at the 
same time, on the same thinking challenge − 
this is called focused parallel thinking.

Source: http://www.debonoforschools.com/ 
asp/six_hats.asp

6.29 Social/Collaborative Media

Social media refers to the web-based tools 
and media that allow users to personally and 
informally interact, create, share, retrieve and 
exchange information and ideas in virtual com-
munities and networks. Social media includes 
social networking sites, blogs and microblogs, 
online forums, discussion boards and groups, 
wikis, socially integrated text messaging ser-
vices, videos and podcasts, and much more.
•	The tools are very cost-effective and flex-

ible, and can be used in different stages 
of the CD cycles as tools for reflections 
and documentation of learning.
•	It help bring different actors into one 

platform − especially as it can be used 
as a rapid tool for collecting information 
from actors located at a distance.
•	Tools can be used to document and share 

information (gathered through any other 
methods or tools) with a broader spec-
trum of actors, and then to synthesize the 
findings. 
•	Some tools can be used as monitoring 

tools, for instance, actors can share sto-
ries of innovation and capacity changes 
through Facebook or blogs, and then one 
can track or monitor their interaction and 
evolving network, etc. 
•	Collaborative media (blogs, Wikis, pro-

ject management tools, etc.) can be 

used as platforms for content man-
agement, collaboration, reflection and 
learning.
•	Limited Information and Communica-

tion Technology (ICT) and online facili-
ties in rural areas.
•	Suitable to only educated and ‘online’ 

clientele.
•	Lack of awareness and ‘readiness’ to 

accept social media by some group of 
actors (e.g. farmers, extension agents, 
policy-makers, researchers).
•	Success of social media depends on 

commitment level of users.
Source: Andres and Woodard (2013);  

Chowdhury and Hambly Odame (2013).

6.30 Social Network Analysis

This methodology maps institutional linkages 
by visualizing relationships among actors, 
and assessing the position of actors within 
the system (in terms of centrality, number of 
ties, and strength of ties). It helps map out the 
necessary connections, identifying priorities 
for strengthening relationships.

Sources: Spielman et al. (2009).

6.31 Stakeholder and Actor 
analysis of CD Readiness

This tool is relevant at all stages of sector de-
velopment processes, but is particularly cru-
cial when major CD initiatives are considered. 
It helps change agents to assess the likely 
support for and resistance to CD, to devise 
means to strengthen support and overcome 
resistance, and to design CD that is realistic 
given the positions of stakeholders. The tool 
consists of two parts: 
•	Actors Assessment Matrix and stakehold-

er analysis. The matrix invites the user 
to consider possible stakeholders, their 
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interests, and resources. Not all stake-
holders may be relevant or important in 
all sectors and/or contexts. The matrix is 
useful for making detailed analysis.
•	Circle of Influence Graphic. This tool 

provides a visual overview. It builds on 
the details from the Actor Assessment 
Matrix.

The tool allows a dialogue on the CD readi-
ness of people with interests and voice or 
power related to the CD.

It is designed to map the situation as it is 
and not as it should be.
•	The tools provide a simple mapping of the 

key actors or stakeholders who will influ-
ence the success of any CD or change 
process. Without the active support and 
involvement of key players, the CD or re-
form process will not succeed.
•	The tool cannot be used in abstract, but 

must refer to a broad indication of the di-
rection of change.
•	Repeated analysis is required to assess, 

in a more precise manner, when and 
where the balance would tilt in favour of 
CD and change.
•	Some CD elements may evoke more re-

sistance than others, and may therefore 
have to be postponed.

Source: ADB (2011).

6.32 SWOT Analysis

It is a tool for strategic analysis and planning 
which helps to define a strategy for organization-
al development. It is a strategic decision-making 
tool used to identify the strengths, weaknesses, 
opportunities and threats facing an organization 
or multiple actors in a value chain or sector.

Strength and weakness are organization’s 
internal attributes, such as its capacity (i.e. 
the resources that an organization possesses 
and the processes used to manage them) and 
its motivation (i.e. the factors that influence 

the direction of the organization and the en-
ergy invested in its activities).

The opportunities and threats are factors 
external to the organization (i.e. the stake-
holders’ context, which includes competitors, 
economic and political partners and allies) 
and the “rules of the game” (i.e. the political, 
administrative, legal, economic and socio-
cultural context).

The resulting assessment is used to identify 
and leverage internal strengths to pursue exter-
nal opportunities while mitigating weaknesses 
and threats. It can be used in various contexts 
at different levels of analysis, such as the na-
tional development sector (agriculture, educa-
tion), organizational development (strategy to 
develop organizational operating plan), value 
chain analysis (exploring the economic environ-
ment of a community) and innovation assess-
ment (analysing environment of an innovation).

It sometime difficult to define the context. 
In general, the tool is used for developing 
strategies for organization and projects. It is 
therefore necessary to have a clear defini-
tion of the context − is the SWOT being used 
to define strategies to support an innovation 
process or to analyse different conditions of 
product innovation (e.g. technology such as 
crop variety or a value chain, etc.)?

Participants should be knowledgeable 
about different domains of the subject and 
capable of providing unbiased views and facts. 

It is sometime challenging to have a clear 
perception and agreement about a SWOT 
component.

Sources: FAO (2013a); Ahmed and  
Omotunde (2012) ; SDC (2009).

6.33 Systems Mapping

Using flow charts or graphics to represent the 
different components or interactions among 
components. It assists in identifying gaps, du-
plications, strengths and opportunities. 
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System mapping has some clear advan-
tages, including that it produces visual tools 
that can be readily digested by stakeholders. 
Since a system map quickly communicates 
relationships visually, it can be useful in 
soliciting information about those relation-
ships from participants in interviews or focus 
group discussions. A participatory process 
of producing a system map can also help 
to challenge assumptions, improve under-
standing, and promote consensus among 
stakeholders.

System mapping however has some poten-
tial limitations. Since most system mapping 
is qualitative, when developing maps it is im-
portant to acknowledge the potential for bias 
and limitations of perspective.

Source: CCSA (2014).

6.34 Theory of Change (ToC)

The Theory of Change (ToC) is both a process 
and a tool or methodology. It should be seen 
as a continuing process of discussion-based 
analysis and learning that produces power-
ful insights to support programme design, 
strategy, implementation, evaluation and 
impact assessment, communicated through 
diagrams and narratives that are updated at 
regular intervals.

Developing a ToC requires both logical 
thinking and deeper critical reflection. It is 
a continuing process of reflection to explore 
change and how it happens, and what that 
means for the part actors play in a particular 
context, sector and/or group of people.
•	It locates a programme or project within 

a wider analysis of how change comes 
about.
•	It draws on external learning about de-

velopment.
•	It articulates our understanding of 

change − but also challenges us to ex-
plore it further.

•	It acknowledges the complexity of 
change: the wider systems and actors 
that influence it.
•	It is often presented in diagrammatic 

form with an accompanying narrative 
summary.

ToC encompasses the following elements:
•	context for the initiative, including social, 

political and environmental conditions, 
the current state of the problem the pro-
ject is seeking to influence, and other ac-
tors able to influence change;
•	long-term change that the initiative 

seeks to support and for whose ultimate 
benefit;
•	process or sequence of change antici-

pated to lead to the desired long-term 
outcome;
•	assumptions about how these changes 

might happen, as a check on whether the 
activities and outputs are appropriate for 
influencing change in the desired direc-
tion in this context; and
•	 diagram and narrative summary that 

captures the outcomes of the discussion.
The ToC is best kept flexible and should 

not be prescriptive. It inspires and supports 
innovation and improvement in programmes. 
The central idea in ToC thinking is making as-
sumptions explicit. Assumptions act as ‘rules 
of thumb’ that influence our choices, as in-
dividuals and organizations. Assumptions re-
flect deeply held values.
•	The time and resource needed to work 

effectively with ToC needs to be taken se-
riously.
•	Staff in donor agencies, country pro-

grammes and civil society organizations 
are all under time pressures.
•	Pragmatic approaches can get ToC hab-

its seeded, but institutional and funding 
support for ToC processes is needed to 
get full benefits in terms of more robust 
log-frames, results frameworks and bet-
ter implementation of programmes.
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Working with ToC requires performance-
management approaches to accommodate 
uncertainty and flexibility. ToC thinking can be 
challenging, but it can create a strong organ-
izing framework to improve programme de-
sign, implementation, evaluation and learn-
ing, if some of the following enabling factors 
can be achieved:
•	people are able to discuss and exchange 

their personal, organizational and ana-
lytical assumptions with an open, learn-
ing approach;
•	ToC thinking is used to explain rationales 

and how things are intended to work, but 
also to explore new possibilities through 
critical thinking, discussion and chal-
lenging of dominant narratives for the 
benefit of stakeholders;
•	critical thinking is cross-checked with 

evidence from research (qualitative and 
quantitative) and wider learning that 
brings other analytical perspectives, ref-
erenced to the contextual knowledge of 
stakeholders, partners and beneficiaries;
•	a number of ToCs are identified as rel-

evant ‘impact pathways’ for any given ini-
tiative, rather than a single pathway, with 
acknowledgement of the non-linearity 
and emergent nature of these;
•	documented ToCs and visual diagrams 

are acknowledged as subjective interpre-
tations of the change process and used 
as evolving ‘organizing frameworks’ to 
guide implementation and evaluation, 
and neither rigid predictions nor pre-
scriptions for change;
•	ToC frameworks and visuals are used to 

support a more dynamic exchange be-
tween donors, funders, grantees, devel-
opment partners, programmes and com-
munities, to help open up new areas and 
challenge received wisdoms; and
•	donors, funders and grant-makers are 

able to find ways to support justified ad-

aptation and refocusing of programme 
strategies during implementation, while 
there is time to deliver improvements to 
stakeholders and communities.

As it encourages on-going questioning of 
what might influence change in the context 
and drawing on evidence and learning during 
implementation, ToC thinking can inspire im-
provements in programmes, moving beyond 
technocratic responses towards more realis-
tic and feasible interventions that are respon-
sive to dynamic contexts.

Sources: Vogel (2012); Reviers (2012).

6.35 Timelines

The Timeline method is a tool for joint reflec-
tion on a network process. It helps to share 
perceptions and opinions from participants 
in such processes. The tool is fairly simple to 
use and takes only a limited amount of time. 
It reveals the historical process of a network, 
as seen through the eyes of the people in-
volved. The result is a story of which the par-
ticipants say: “Yes, this is what happened, 
and this story reflects the most important 
moments.” 

Experience shows that after a timeline ses-
sion people are more inclined to take respon-
sibility for their collective process. 

A timeline appreciates all contributions. 
Different points of view can be figured next to 
each other, and such differences are interest-
ing. Participants are asked to recall all mo-
ments they see as significant for the network 
process, from the start of their involvement 
until present. They write each moment on a 
separate post-it sticker. These moments can 
be positive, adding energy to their involve-
ment, or negative, taking energy away. They 
can also refer to flash moments where new 
insights broke through or new opportunities 
opened up. 
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With regard to AIS, the timeline should be 
based on a single innovation (e.g. a new prod-
uct, a new type of organization) or on a pro-
cess in general (innovation in an organization 
or sector). In this case, it does not focus on a 
single innovation, but more on the process of 
change.

Source: http://www.linkconsult.nl/en/onderzoek

6.36 Triangle of Change

The Triangle of Change is a network analysis 
tool, specifically applied to identify options 
that people take in a process of change, and 
how to deal with them strategically The Trian-
gle of Change focuses on positions taken by 
individual actors. It addresses the questions: 
•	Who are the drivers for change?
•	What positions do key actors take? 
•	What steps were taken to induce move-

ment? 
It visualizes positions relevant to change 

in a network. Any process of change takes 
place in the field of tension between people 
having ambitions and structure that sets 
the conditions for what is expected, allowed 
and profitable. People take up different po-
sitions. Some are inspired about change, 
whilst others feel primarily responsible 
for the structure. There will also always be 
those who are more concerned about their 
own circumstances and survival than what 
they share with others. In this situation, the 
tool helps in choosing a strategy that finds 
sufficient supporters who share an ambition. 
In implementing this, approach gatekeepers 
only after acquiring a position that ensures 
the initiative will be taken seriously; and then 
communicate about realistic changes with 
the others.

As with the Circle of Cohesion, this tool re-
quires skilled facilitation and familiarization 
with how to use and interpret it.

Source: http://www.linkconsult.nl/en/onderzoek

6.37 Visioning or Scenario 
Building

This is a process through which a group de-
velops a vision (a single scenario) to define 
and collectively help achieve a desired future. 
Visioning is a process of creating a compel-
ling statement about what an organization 
aspires to be or to accomplish in the mid-
term (i.e. five years from now) or in the long 
term (10 or 20 years from now). A vision is a 
mental picture of the organization’s or multi-
stakeholder platform’s ideal future, which is 
shared by its leaders, staff and members. 

It is useful to develop strategic plans in a va-
riety of contexts: urban planning, community 
planning, organizational development, innova-
tion impact assessment, and action plans. 

It is very useful to design a new organiza-
tion (formalization phase) or when the organi-
zation is driving a large-scale change (re-in-
vention phase). Visioning is essential to any 
successful organizational change. It serves to 
motivate and energize people, gain commit-
ment and provide direction.
•	In the context of community action plan-

ning, it can be used to formulate objec-
tives and activities needed for fulfilling an 
innovation support plan.
•	Visioning should be considered as a learn-

ing process that enables stakeholders to 
get together, exchange and analyse their 
situations, rather than as final project for-
mulation. It is always challenging to get 
accurate and relevant information about 
an ambition or a dream, and it may change 
over time, with change in stakeholder cir-
cumstances, interests, and points of views.

The issue of community representation has 
to be considered carefully − it can be resumed 
with relatively small group of people and then 
the team should be expanded as the process 
progresses, either before or after the problem 
identification.

Sources: FAO (2013b); DFID (2003). 
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6.38 World Café Methodology

To ensure full participation in a large group 
and gather diverse opinions on key questions, 
a World Café methodology can be adopted. 
A café conversation is a creative process for 
collaborative dialogue sharing knowledge 
and creating possibilities for action. It fo-
cuses on convening conversations around 
questions that matter. A café conversation is 
a creative process for leading collaborative 
dialogue, sharing knowledge and creating 
possibilities for action in groups of all sizes.

Four to eight people sit around a table and 
hold a series of conversational rounds about 
one or more questions, but with a focus on 
one question per table. The conversations 
are facilitated by the table host who remains 
at the table throughout. At the end of each 
round everyone moves to another table with 
the exception of the host. By providing oppor-
tunities for people to move in several rounds 
of conversation, and by mixing the table par-
ticipants at each round, ideas, questions and 
themes begin to link and connect. World ca-
fés are participatory, inclusive and can even 
be held in multiple languages.

World café is very flexible and can be used 
in many settings. Its discussions can be used 
to start a larger meeting, respond to a key-
note speaker or solve problems. 

It is useful when sharing stories and expe-
riences, reviewing and evaluating projects or 
conducting planning and visioning exercises, 
i.e. anywhere a conversation will help forward 
the work.

World café discussions are traditionally 
conducted face–to-face, but some people are 
experimenting with ways to do them online in 
order to include people who cannot be physi-
cally present.

It requires that table hosts are well versed 
in their role of facilitating conversation around 
a question, and not directing or even domi-
nating the discussions.

World café can be used to complement other 
methods. For example, one can start with a key-
note speaker, and then instead of holding ques-
tion and answer sessions, move into a world café.

Sources: FAO (2013b); SDC (2009).

6.39 5 Ws (and an H) 

This is a simple and effective action planning 
tool using simple focusing questions to clarify 
roles, responsibilities and resources for im-
plementing the assessment. The tool uses 
the following questions to guide the process:
•	Why − Why do it? Why do it then? Why do 

it there? Why do it that way?
•	When − When is it done? What other 

times can it be done? What other times 
should it be done?
•	Who − Who does it? Who is responsible 

for it? Who else can do it? Who should be 
involved? 
•	What − What to do? What is already being 

done? What else should be done? What 
should be the focus? What are the ex-
pected outcomes?
•	Where − Where to do it? Where should it 

be done? Where can it be done? 
•	How − How to do it? How should it be 

done? Is there another way of doing it? 
How will it be resourced?

Source: Stephen and Triraganon (2009). 



Annex

Overview of Tools for  
Monitoring and Evaluation
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The 41 partners of the Tropical Agricultural Platform agreed to develop a 
Common Framework on Capacity Development for Agricultural Innovation 
Systems (CD for AIS). The objective of the TAP Common Framework is to 
harmonize and coordinate the different approaches to CD in support of 
agricultural innovation. Such harmonization would promote optimal use of the 
resources of different donors and technical cooperation agencies. The 
development and thus the validation of the Common Framework is supported by 
the Capacity Development for Agricultural Innovation Systems (CDAIS) project, 
funded by the European Commission (EC) and jointly implemented by the 
European agricultural research alliance AGRINATURA and the Food and 
Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO). The present volume 
“Guidance Note on Operationalization” complements the volume “Conceptual 
Background”. The “Synthesis Document”, separately published for ease of 
consultation, summarizes the content of both volumes.  




