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Abstract

Despite increasing interest and support for multi-stakeholder partnerships, empirical applications of participatory
evaluation approaches to enhance learning from partnerships are either uncommon or undocumented. This paper draws
lessons on the use of participatory self-reflective approaches that facilitate structured learning on processes and outcomes
of partnerships. Such practice is important to building partnerships, because it helps partners understand how they can
develop more collaborative and responsive ways of managing partnerships. The paper is based on experience with the
Enabling Rural Innovation (ERI) in Africa programme. Results highlight the dynamic process of partnership formation and
the key elements that contribute to success. These include: (i) shared vision and complementarity, (ii) consistent support
from senior leadership; (iii) evidence of institutional and individual benefits, (iv) investments in human and social capital;
(v) joint resources mobilization. However, key challenges require coping with high staff turnover and over-commitment,
conflicting personalities and institutional differences, high transaction costs, and sustaining partnerships with the private
business sector. The paper suggests that institutionalizing multi-stakeholder partnerships requires participatory reflective
practices that help structure and enhance learning, and incrementally help in building the capacity of research and

development organisations to partner better and ultimately to innovate.
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1. Introduction

Stakeholder participation and multi-stakeholder partnerships
form key cornerstones of and strategic approaches to
the new paradigms of integrated agricultural research for
development (IAR4D) and agricultural innovation systems
(AIS) that aim to improve the relevance, efficiency,
equity, ownership, sustainability and impacts of agricultural
and natural resources management technologies and
innovations (Johnson ef al., 2003; Michelsen, 2003;
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Sayer and Campbell, 2001). The new paradigms call for
change in the way agricultural research is being conducted
(Hall et al, 2001; Sayer and Campbell, 2001). The
innovation system theory sees agricultural research as a
complex process produced by a network of actors and
stakeholders that co-evolve with the technologies and
processes they generate. A key feature of the innovation
system theory is that innovations are often complex
systems whereby networks of research, entrepreneurial, and
other actors interact to produce and use new knowledge
(Douthwaite et al., 2004; Hall et al., 2001). Central to this
theory is the concept of partnerships (Hall et al., 2004) as
farmers and rural communities are increasingly faced
with complex problems which cross traditional boundaries
and mandates of agricultural R&D organizations. Within
these paradigms, there is wide recognition of the need for
more pluralistic arrangements for conducting research
with a greater role for civil society, including farmers
and other non-research organizations, rather than just
acting as conduits for technology (Ashby, 2003; Chambers,
2005).
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Despite increasing interest and support for multi-
stakeholder  partnerships, examples of successful
partnerships and sustained collaboration in agricultural
research and development are either uncommon or
undocumented (Gillies, 1998; Spielman and Grebmer,
2004). Most partnerships are operating without sufficient
information on existing partnership experiences, lessons
and models (Ansari et al., 2001; Halliday et al., 2004). This
paper is based on the recognition that a partnership
approach is a core function for research organisations
working effectively in a network of innovation stake-
holders. Therefore, research attention should focus on
how partnerships can be managed to achieve collaborative
advantage, and to identify the critical factors that contribute
to effective partnerships (CGIAR, 2005).

There are several frameworks for evaluating
partnerships. Spielman and Grebner (2004) and Eilbert
(2003) summarized some of the most common frameworks
and methodologies for evaluating partnerships. These
include performance measurement approach, process
analysis, and comparative analysis of different partnership
models and their impacts. Asthana et al. (2004), Halliday
et al. (2004), Gormley (2001) and Costello and Zumla
(2001) proposed partnership assessment tools using
structured questionnaires and other formal quantitative
assessment tools. Others have used an audit of perceptions
and other qualitative approaches to identify interests, motivations,
potential for mutual benefits, changes in behaviour and
relationships of different partners (Earl et al., 2001).

However, most of these frameworks and methodologies
use independent, external researchers who analyze the
outcomes and challenges of partnerships. There is no or
relatively little participation of local stakeholders, except
as a source of information. Such studies have major limitations
in understanding processes and outcomes which have taken
place from the perspective and experience of the people
involved. With the increasing emphasis on the strategic
importance of stakeholders’ participation in research and
development (Chambers, 2005; Ashby, 2003; Cook and
Kothari, 2001), there is also a growing recognition that
monitoring and evaluation should be participatory (Guijt
and Gaventa, 1998; Estrella ef al., 2000).

This paper considers that evaluating multi-stakeholder
partnerships requires more creative and process-based
participatory evaluation approaches that recognize the
explicit interests, different perspectives and judgments of
different stakeholders who play the role of monitors
themselves, and treat their subjective judgments as
important data in their own right. We argue that, if research
is really to influence partnerships and institutional change,
researchers need to become more visible, and more
reflexive. Reflexivity refers to research where stakeholders
recognize and explicitly analyze their own actions and
experiences in the processes and outcomes of partnerships
(Brock and Harrison, 2006). Cunliffe and Jung (2005), and
Cunliffe (2004) suggest that reflexive practice, in particular

self- and critical reflexivity, is crucial because it can lead
to more essential, responsible, and ethical actions. This can
provide a basis for organizational transformation. Brock
and Harrison (2006) report that projects in which partners
reflect directly and explicitly on their own role in the
partnership, are likely to be more successful. A key element
of what researchers do is “piecing together,” assembling
and literally making sense of different bits of information
and experience, often creating something new from what
they have acquired secondhand (Freeman, 2007). Such
practice is important to building partnerships, because it
helps partners understand how they can develop more coll-
aborative and responsive ways of managing themselves.
In their paper “Reconceptualizing rigour: the case for
reflexivity”, Koch and Harrington (1998) appeal to
researchers to incorporate a reflexive account into their
research product by signposting to readers ‘what is going
on’ while researching. The authors suggest that reflexive
research is characterized by ongoing self-critique and self-
appraisal. They further argue that if the research product is
well signposted, the readers will be able to travel easily
through the worlds of the participants and drafters of the
report (the researchers) and decide for themselves whether
the text is credible or plausible (our terms for rigour).
This paper derives from an action research that aimed
at testing and drawing conclusions about a range of
participatory methods for evaluating partnerships and
promoting learning, as well as drawing lessons from a case
of partnerships with the Enabling Rural Innovation (ERI)
in Africa programme. It is important to note that the
authors of this paper are also key actors in the partnerships,
and therefore their analysis is not an independent research
into partnership. Our intention in this paper is not to
provide an independent evaluation of the success, outcomes
and impacts of ERI partnerships. The paper takes a rather
critical, reflective look at the “soft” elements required to
actually make partnerships work from the point of view of
those engaged in them through their organisations. Our
main objective was to take a more participative and
qualitative approach that helped structure and enhance
collective learning and evaluation of partnership processes
and outcomes, as well as building the capacity of research
and development organisations to partner better and
ultimately to innovate. It is a participatory action research
to draw lessons from multi-stakeholder partnership formation,
and the challenges of developing and sustaining partnerships.
The paper starts with a description of the ERI
partnership context. The section that follows presents the
methodology and approaches used for evaluating ERI
partnerships. Section four outlines the types, process and
criteria for forming ERI partnerships. The remainder of
the paper highlights the key elements of successful
partnerships and strategies for coping with obstacles to
successful partnerships. The concluding section summarizes
key lessons and their implications for further research on
partnerships in agricultural research for development.
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2. The partnership context: Enabling Rural
Innovation in Africa

Data for this paper come from five years of experience with
the Enabling Rural Innovation (ERI) in Africa partnerships.
ERI partnerships work toward enhancing the ability of rural
communities and local stakeholders to experiment with
technical and social innovations that link production to
markets and natural resources management, in a resource-
to-consumption system (Sanginga et al., 2004; CIAT,
2005). The key steps in applying this approach to rural
innovation include:

(a) Engagement of appropriate research and development
partners and the reaching of consensus on the
approach, where to intervene and respective roles and
responsibilities.

(b) Participatory diagnosis with the community, focused
on their vision and opportunities for the future, with
strong emphasis on gender and stakeholder analysis.

(c) Formation of farmer research group and market
research group, and building their capacity to partici-
pate actively in selecting, testing and evaluating
marketing strategies, technology options, and approaches
to sustaining their natural resources.

(d) Participatory market analysis to identify market oppor-
tunities for competitive products that will increase
farm income and employment.

(e) Prioritization of opportunities and selection of house-
hold food consumption and agroenterprise options
based on social differences including gender and
wealth.

(f) Identification of research and development questions
related to the entire resource-to-consumption system.

(g) Planning and implementation of experimentation and
enterprise development strategies with farmer research
and market research groups.

(h) Feedback of results to the community and R&D
research, and identification of further research
questions.

(i) Strengthening the access to information for decision-
making at all stages of the process, through formal
facilitation mechanisms and novel communication
media.

(j) Participatory, monitoring and evaluation, and learning
to derive lessons and impacts, scaling-up and out of
participatory research results, and of community
enterprise development processes.

ERI is a partnership among an international research
centre (CIAT), national agricultural research systems
(NARS), government extension services, non-governmental
organizations (NGOs) and, where possible, the private
sector working together with farmers’ organizations to
improve livelihoods in selected pilot learning sites. In each
pilot learning site, the selection of partners was guided by

© 2007 The Authors. Journal compilation © 2007 United Nations.

a number of criteria including: shared values and principles;
opportunities for incorporating ERI into on-going research
or development work; potential for mutual learning,
potential for success and impacts, and prospects for scaling
out and up.

ERI partnerships started in 2002 with five partners in
three countries (Uganda, Tanzania and Malawi), building
on CIAT’s collaborative programmes with national bean
research programmes in these three countries. Partnerships
with the NARS were developed as a response to the
demands by senior managers of three NARS to CIAT for
technical support in areas of rural innovation. However,
building partnerships with the NGOS was initially driven
by CIAT, based on the need to work with research and
development partners, and farmers’ organisations to
develop and refine participatory research approaches. From
these initial five partners in 2002, ERI has now expanded
its partnerships to reach 23 boundary partners. Assessment
of ERI partnerships shows that 43% are at the partnership
formation stage; about 35% are at the delivery stage, and
21.7% have reached the partnership institutionalization stage,
while 13% were terminated (Table 1). Earl ef al. (2001) define
boundary partners as individuals, groups or organizations
with which the programme interacts directly and which the
programme hopes to influence. For ERI, these include four
NARS, seven NGOs, four government extension services
and local government; three private business sectors, and
two international agricultural research centres, working
together with over 59 farmers’ organizations in 12 pilot
learning sites. The number of partners is expanding rapidly
with increasing demands from existing and new partners in
the initial three countries, and with new partners in a
number of new countries such as Mozambique, Kenya,
DR Congo, Rwanda, and Zimbabwe. Over 60% of the new
partnerships can be defined as demand-driven, in the sense
that new organisations initiated the partnership formation
process.

These partnerships are at different stages. Lowndes and
Skelcher (1998) suggest a partnership model based on a
four-stage life-cycle (i) pre-partnership collaboration; (ii)
partnership creation; (iii) partnership programme delivery;
and (iv) partnership termination. Ansari et al. (2001)
defined three stages of partnerships: partnership forma-
tion, partnership implementation and delivery and
institutionalization of partnerships. During the formation
stage, a lead agency brings together participants who
develop a common vision, define outcomes and develop
action plans and agreements. At the implementation stage,
the focus turns to programme and activities as well as to
maintenance and routinization of structures and processes.
During the institutionalisation stage, organisations adopt
the programme as their own and allocate their own
resources to the implementation of activities with little or
no external funding.

These stages correspond to Pretty and Ward (2001)’s
stages of group development: reactive dependence;
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Table 1. Stages of partnerships in ERI and number of “push and pull” partners at each stage in 2006

Stages of
Partnerships

Key milestones and activities

Number of Total
“Pull” partners

Number of
“Push” partners

Partnerships
formation stage

« Field visits or presentation

* Needs assessment workshops

« Joint proposal development
Partnerships
delivery and
implementation

communicate successes

* Training workshops on methodology and concepts

* Development of joint action plans, workplans and budget
* Negotiation of memorandum of understanding

stage * Find motivating ways to share information, and to

2 (8.7%) 8 (34.4%) 10 (43%)

« Institutional assessment (criteria for selecting partners)
* Partnership start up meetings with senior managers

4 (17.4%) 4 (17.4%) 8 (34.8%)

* Building social capital (teamwork, mutual accountability,

credit sharing, trust and communication)

* Dealing with communication challenges

* Some partners drop out

« Staff turnover and over commitment
Partnerships
institutionalization
stage and establish norms of working together.

« Joint resources mobilization

* Train a critical mass of staff in partner’s organization
* Openly discuss potential barriers to partnership,

3 (13.0%) 2 (8.7%) 5 (21.7%)

* Hold review and planning meetings at regular intervals

* Find motivating ways to share information, and to
communicate successes, keep managers informed
* Develop a strategy for joint resource mobilization,
co-financing and sustainable funding mechanism

* Develop plans for scaling up

» Shared leaderships, and emergence of small clusters

* New partnerships emerge

9 (39%) 14 (61%) 23 (100)

realisation-independence and awareness-independence.
The reactive-dependence stage corresponds to the partnership
formation stage where organisations come together to
achieve a mutual objective as a result of the prompting of
an external agency, or in reaction to a trend, crisis or
opportunity. The second stage corresponds to the
delivery or implementation stage where partnerships see a
growing independence combined with realisations of new
opportunities and emerging capabilities. At this stage
partners are willing to invest time and resources, and tend
to develop horizontal linkages with other organisations.
The last stage corresponds to the institutionalisation stage
where partners are sufficiently strong and resilient, and are
capable of institutionalizing and scaling out to other areas
and initiating new partnerships.

3. Methodology for evaluating partnerships

Data for this paper were gathered in a four step process in
two regional workshops. The workshops were attended by
70 people representing 13 partners’ organizations. These
included 14 senior and middle-level managers and 56 field
staff and scientists from research and development
organizations. They also involved 12 leaders and 69
members from six farmers’ groups, bringing the total

Table 2. Types of partners and number of participants in
partnerships reflection workshops

Number of Number and categories

boundary of participants
partners
Managers Staff Total

National Agricultural Research 3 5 14 19
Institutes (NARIs)
NGOs 4 4 22 26
Government Extension Services 3 2 10 12
International Agricultural 2 2 8 10
Research Centres (ARCs)
Private sector 1 1 2 3
Farmers’ organisations 6 12 69 81
Total 19 26 125 151

number of participants to 151 (Table 2). Separate
interviews were held with three representatives of the
private sector partners. The first step sought to collectively
characterize ERI partnerships, using Michelsen’s (2003)
framework comprised of the following key questions, (i)
what is the purpose and motivating factors of partnership
(why collaborate)? (ii) who is collaborating (profile of
partners institutions)?; (iii) what is the partnership about
(function, scope, ownership, management, governance,
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formality, themes)?; (iv) how does the partnership develop
over time (partnership lifecycle)?; and (v) what do institutions
and individuals gain from the partnership (partnership
outcomes and benefits)?

The second step involved a self-assessment and audit
of perceptions questionnaire with 20 statements. These
statements were generated from criteria of successful
partnerships chosen by participants to capture participants’
assessment of the foundation elements and the sustaining
elements of partnerships. Respondents were asked to rate
their perceptions to each of the statements using a 7-point
Likert scale, with responses ranging from the absence of
such elements to best practice that needs to be
recommended.

The third step analysed the validity of the statement
using qualitative interviews to gain as much interpretative
information as possible to validate the results of the
perception audit. This step was a group participatory
process to enhance interactions amongst participants and
to provide depth in the analysis of partnerships experience.
We applied the After Action Review (AAR), a participatory
tool that facilitates collective learning by talking, thinking;
sharing and capturing the lessons learned with partnerships
before they are forgotten (CIDA, 2003). Because it is often
used in small working groups, AAR has the advantage of
creating a climate of confidence as it focuses on
constructive feedback, and explicitly recognizes positive
contributions, things that are working well and that people
are proud to share with others. AAR uses the following
six questions: (i) What was supposed to happen? Why?

(ii) What actually happened? Why? (iii) What is the
difference? Why? (iv) What went well? Why? (v) What
could have gone better? Why? and (vi) What lessons can
we learn? These questions provided the opportunity to
evaluate what works, how and why, but also to induce a
process of collective learning and sharing of empirical examples
and experiences with partnerships, and to examine the
factors critical to success or difficulty in partnerships.

Finally, the fourth step used the “peer assist” technique
as an aid to analyze challenges of, and obstacles to, effective
partnerships and collectively reflect on strategies for coping
with these obstacles. Partners with an important challenge
were facilitated to present their experience in small
working groups of 4—6 people to stimulate constructive
discussion and analysis of different strategies for coping
with such obstacles. Four “Peer Assist” sessions were
organized in each of the two participatory workshops. Both
AAR and Peer Assist proved to be very useful techniques
for self-reflection and analysis as they encouraged partners
to identify their collective strengths and opportunities, and
to take failures or weaknesses and transform them into
constructive learning processes.

4. Partners’ perceptions of ERI partnerships

The audit of perceptions comprised an individual self
assessment questionnaire with 20 statements that
participants were asked to respond to again using a seven-
point Likert scale. Results in Table 3 show that ERI

Table 3. Partnership self-assessment inventory

Items/Statements Mean value
1. The partnership vision and goals are clear and agreed to by all members. 6.5
2. There is support for this project within my organization. 6.4
3. This partnership has become a valuable part of our organization’s portfolio. 6.2
4. The partnership has created new value — something that individual members could not achieve on their own. 6.2
5. Partnership members’ roles and responsibilities are clearly defined and agreed to by all members, including the partnership leader’s role. 5.9
6. Members share a set of values regarding the expected output of the partnership and the processes for carrying out the work. 5.9
7. The leadership and management commit time required of us in this partnership effort? 5.8
8. We feel we have a good chance of obtaining additional resources. 5.2
9. Partners pitch in and help others who are experiencing problems or needing assistance to meet deadlines. 5.1
10. My organization have the resources (financial, people and technology) needed to contribute our portion of the partnership. 4.7
11. We are always looking for new and better ways to improve our partnerships. 4.6
12. The partnership has explicit agreements on how to handle visibility, authorship and intellectual property of individual members and 4.6
the partnership.

13. Members give timely and specific feedback to each other when appropriate. 4.2
14. Members deliver on promises and commitments made. 4.2
15. The partnership optimizes the use of diverse skills, knowledge and backgrounds of its members. 4.0
16. Members keep other partners appropriately informed about work, contacts, problems, accomplishments, and progress. 3.7
17. Members share leadership where appropriate, not overly relying on any one person for all of the leadership functions. 3.7
18. Resource allocation within the partnership is transparent and in line with principles agreed upon by the partnership. 3.7
19. Partnership meetings are held with the frequency required to ensure full communication, adequate problem solving, and efficient 3.6
progress towards project goals.

20. Members deal openly and constructively with problems and conflict not allowing these to hinder the partnership’s performance. 2.8

(1) — We really need to focus on this immediately; (2) — We need to get better at this in the next couple of months; (3) — We need to get better
at this but it is not a priority; (4) — We are doing this inconsistently; (5) — We are doing this with regularity; (6) — We are doing this well, to

an advanced level; and (7)

© 2007 The Authors. Journal compilation © 2007 United Nations.

We are doing this in an exemplary way and can be used by others as a “best practice”.
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partnerships have moved to an advanced level and can be
considered as exemplary and best practice in developing
clear visions and mutually agreed goals, and in securing
support from organisation leadership to the extent that ERI
has become a valuable part of many organisations’ project
portfolio and programmes. ERI partnership was also
perceived as creating positive synergies in producing new
outcomes and opportunities that none of the partners could
achieve on their own.

The roles and responsibilities of partners were perceived
as well defined and agreed upon by the members, who
shared a set of values and processes for achieving their
mutual outputs. Management and leadership of partners’
organisations were supportive, committing time and
additional resources to the partnership. There was a general
perception that ERI gave partners an opportunity to
mobilize additional resources through project development
and competitive grant processes. Partners staff based in one
country are also increasingly helping each other to carry
out activities and resolve problems. It was perceived that
this optimizes the use of diverse skills, knowledge and
resources to achieve common objectives and deliver on
partnerships promises and commitments. It also gives visibility
to different partners as credit is shared, and intellectual
property rights and authorship issues have not surfaced.

There are, however, some inconsistencies in the
partnership process, where partners need to focus and
improve. These include frequency of meetings and
feedback, delivery on commitments and meeting deadlines,
and sharing of leadership rather than relying on one
partner for the entire leadership function. Transparency in
resource allocation is an area that is done inconsistently.
Although it is not seen as a priority problem, partners feel
they need to improve in this area. It was also felt that ERI
partners need to enhance open and constructive conflict
management and problem solving to bring and resolve
problems that may hinder partners’ performance in the
open.

5. Elements of successful partnerships

Analysis of the results of AAR revealed some critical
elements where interaction is needed at different stages to
build and sustain effective partnerships. These include:
(i) shared vision, interdependence and complementarity,
(i) strong endorsement and consistent support from senior
leadership; (iii) institutional and individual benefits;
(iv) investments in human and social capital; (v) resource
sharing and joint resources mobilization, and (vi) prospects
for scaling up and institutionalization.

5.1. Shared vision, interdependence and complementarity

Analysis of ERI partnerships shows that their formation
experiences are significantly different from the common
shortcomings of the TARCs—NARS partnerships, as
summarized by Place and Were (2004). These include: poor
joint development of projects from the beginning, lack of
shared ownership, a top-down approach with IARCs
dominating and taking more credit in partnerships, and a
lack of common ground in problem solving and
implementation. On the contrary, ERI has closely followed
a number of principles and guideposts or indicators of
quality partnerships and collaboration in participatory
research (Vernooy and McDougall, 2003: 120). For
example, the research and development agenda in ERI
reflects a coherent common agenda that was set
collaboratively to allow space for participation and
empowerment of farmers’ groups (Box 1). Effective
partnerships do not naturally emerge just because poverty
alleviation and food security are appealing goals to all
agricultural research and development organizations
(Barret et al., 2005). It is the ability to achieve something
together that no organization could have produced on
its own, and the ability of each organization, through
collaboration, to better achieve its own objectives that has
brought ERI partners together.

Box 1. Principle of quality partnerships in participatory research.

1. The research and development reflects a clear and coherent common agenda.
2. The research (and development) agenda has been set collaboratively and transparently.

3. The research design allows space for the meaningful participation of local stakeholders, including marginalized groups,
and takes into account potentially different perspectives and interests.

4. Partnerships among stakeholders have been created and strengthened through dialogue, joint action and mutual benefits
(friendships and fun included).

5. The research initiative respects the commitments made with partners, and the follow through strategy is defined.

6. The research includes a clear strategy for action/change, which has been defined in terms of expected outcomes and
increased social capital, or more broadly empowerment.

7. There is a good documentation of the participatory process, including the use of tools.

8. The analysis of results and authorship of published materials have been shared between research and other stakeholders.

Source: Adapted from Vernooy and McDougall (2003).
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An important element in forming ERI partnerships was
to develop a collective vision shared by partners and
translate that vision into intended outcomes and practical
deliverable outputs and activities. These outcomes and
outputs are regularly refined in annual partners meetings to
ensure internalization and alignment of different partners
with the collective vision. ERI partners all recognize the
importance of empowering rural communities to become
agents of their own change, rather than delivering finished
technologies or handouts. Research and development
organizations adopt partnerships as a response to increasing
specialization and complexity or in response to the external
environment (Barret ef al., 2005; Eilbert, 2003; Lowndes
and Skelcher, 1998). Many organizations search for partners
with knowledge, technologies and skills to complement
their own, and to gain comparative advantage to achieve its
objectives and deliver impacts.

5.2. Strong endorsement and consistent support from
senior leadership

Getting ERI partnerships off the ground required drive and
determination by some individual “champions” with the
necessary leadership to commit their organizations and
resources to the partnership. The ERI initiative was born
after an exposure visit to CIAT headquarters by the
Director Generals of NARS from Malawi, Uganda and
Mozambique. Subsequent workshops were organized in
their respective countries to define a common strategy,
and to initiate the ERI partnership. These workshops
were essential to build institutional commitment and a
broad sense of ownership by partners’ organizations.
Sustaining institutional commitment and support from
leadership required maintaining regular and interactive
communication with senior leadership, including joint
field visits.

5.3. Institutional benefits and prospects for
institutionalization

A major factor in sustaining ERI partnership was evidence
of benefits for institutions, as well as for individual staff
members. At the institutional level, important benefits
include evidence of farm-level impacts, increased visibility
and recognition, expanding partnership opportunities, and
leverage of additional resources. Results revealed that the
partnership processes have been helpful in enabling local
people to articulate their objectives for projects and
activities and to take control of these initiatives. All the
pilot communities have developed their community visions
of desired future conditions, and their community action
plans. A key thrust in ERI is that applying “empowering”
types of participatory research approaches can build
human and social capital in various ways, including:
enhancing the innovative capacity of farmers to experiment
with new agricultural practices; and strengthening farmers’

© 2007 The Authors. Journal compilation © 2007 United Nations.

general analytical abilities, problem-solving skills, and
ability to initiate and sustain innovation with external
facilitation.

Another lesson from implementing the ERI model is that
African farmers are not helplessly wrapped up in their
seemingly abysmal problems; they have visions for a better
life that many have not been able to eloquently articulate,
and are constrained from progress by absence of action
plans, stepwise processes and activities, and access to the
services and skills that they need to get there. The
community visioning process (Sanginga and Chitsike,
2005) and farmer experimentation or participatory
innovation development were seen as powerful change
tools that have empowered farmers to develop their
community action plans and value re-investing in natural
resource management, especially soil fertility improve-
ment, in order to make their enterprises profitable and
competitive for the long-term.

A key outcome of the partnerships has been increases in
the capacities of farmers groups to negotiate, identify and
engage with markets, and generate information through
farmer experimentation and participatory innovation
development (For details, see Sanginga et al., 2005). The
biggest change was in skills in experimentation,
negotiation, and looking for markets as well as ability to
plan, learn, reorganize, and cope with change.

In more concrete terms, there is some evidence of
success with farmers’ groups and impacts on farmers’
livelihoods that has prompted partners to devote more
resources to ERI, and enhance institutional commitment to
scale out to other areas (Box 2).

An important aspect of institutional benefits has been
credit sharing and recognition of partners’ contributions in
all public presentations, visits, publications or materials,
which result from partnerships (GFAR, 2003). These are
positive signs that many of the ERI partners have initiated
the process of institutionalization and scaling up ERI, and
expanding to new sites or making ERI an important thrust
of their organization. At the same time, demands from
new partners and new countries are increasing, offering
considerable prospects to scale out ERI and influencing
research and development approaches in several countries.
However, maintaining quality partnerships during the up-
scaling process, and reducing tensions between research
(scientific rigour) and development (activism) is still a
challenge. One of the key strategies involves building
bridges to other networks, and forming learning alliances
to reach other organizations in new areas.

There is evidence that ERI partners have initiated the
process of institutionalization and scaling up ERI,
expanding to new sites or making ERI an important
thrust of their organization. For example, the Traditional
Irrigation and Environmental Management Programme
(TIP) in Tanzania, has mainstreamed ERI in its “package”.
In 2003, TIP and CIAT initiated ERI in three water user
groups in Lushoto, and then expanded to 18 new water
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Box 2. Farmer level impacts of ERI

The Nyabyumba Farmers’ Group of Kabale District, Uganda, was formed in 1998, with 40 members. The Group,
supported by Africare (an international NGO), focused on producing improved potatoes from clean seed provided by the
National Agricultural Research Organization (NARO). In 2000, the Nyabyumba Group formed a farmer field school to
improve their technical skills in potato production and increase yields. In 2003, equipped with the necessary skills for
producing high quality potatoes in large quantities, the group decided to increase their commercial sale and requested
support from Africare, NARO, PRAPACE, and CIAT. Through this consortium of partners, the Nyabyumba Group
received training in identifying and analysing market opportunities and developing a viable business plan for the potato
enterprise. From the market study, the group identified Nandos, a fast-food restaurant based in Kampala, and local
wholesale markets, also in Kampala. The Group set up a series of committees to manage, plan, and execute their
production and marketing processes. To provide a constant supply, the farmers planned to make as much as 50 tonnes
of potatoes available each month, from which they then selected 25-30 tonnes of the best quality tubers to send to the
Kampala markets. The Group has been receiving a steady income and now has savings of nearly 1 million Ugandan
shillings (US$600). These funds are being used to build a store and buy irrigation equipment to expand the business.
The Group’s success is based on (1) long-term support from a consortium of research and development partners, (2)
increased technical skills in potato production and marketing, and (3) collective marketing. The farmers group has
expanded to a membership of 120 members, 80 of whom are women. They have supplied 190 tonnes of potatoes to
Nandos, bringing their income to US$51,136 (Ushs. 90 Million in 2.5 years).

A similar story was reported by farmers groups in Malawi, where ERI partnerships started in the 2003. ERI partnerships
include the Ministry of Agriculture (Department of Agriculture Research Services and Lilongwe Agriculture
Development Department), Plan International, a development NGO, and Kpani meat processors a private business firm.
Farmers were organized into a club with a total membership of 32 households. The major enterprises are pig, beans, and

soya bean production.

user groups in the Arumeru District based on experiences
with ERI. Subsequently, TIP won a competitive grant to
implement the Agricultural Marketing Systems Develop-
ment Programme (AMSDP) in a pilot district, and was
subsequently contracted to serve as lead agency to advise,
train and monitor several other NGOs in 21 districts. TIP
is now reaching over 620 producer marketing groups, and
is now using the ERI approach in more than 80% of their
water user groups. “This gives TIP a unique opportunity to
replicate the ERI methodology throughout the country, as
AMSDP will gradually expand to cover all the regions. Our
success results from the use of the ERI methodology. We
therefore look forward to receiving further support and
continued collaboration from CIAT in this regard.” (Kawa,
Executive Director of TIP, personal communication).
Similarly, Plan Malawi, yet another NGO, commissioned
an external evaluation of ERI partnerships. The evaluation
findings confirmed benefits to both communities, staff and
Plan, and recommended to scale out to more communities,
and to institutionalize ERI as an effective approach to
improving rural livelihoods. Based on success in pilot sites,
the department of extension services in Malawi has
expressed interest in scaling up ERI as an innovative
extension approach that links farmers to markets and
research. In Uganda, the National Agricultural Research
Organization (NARO) has embraced various components
of ERI as a methodology for conducting adaptive research
in its agricultural research and development centres

(ARDC). The recruitment of staff at the Bulindi ARDC
where ERI is being piloted sought to build effective teams
based on farmers’ research and agro-enterprise needs.

Indeed, the potential value of ERI is being increasingly
appreciated with development partners. The Canadian
International Development Research Institute (IDRC), in
collaboration with the African Soil Fertility Network, is
investing in the scaling up of this approach in Malawi and
Uganda, as well as its introduction of soil fertility
improvement and management technologies in Burkina
Faso, Ghana, Kenya and Zimbabwe. The Rwanda Rural
Sector Support Programme, funded by the World Bank, is
supporting its adaptation in Rwanda to strengthen the
capacity of NGOs to work with farmer associations.

In Malawi, I-LIFE a consortium of seven development
organisations is using the ERI approach to implement
activities with over 100 farmer groups in seven districts
in Malawi. ERI is also influencing the thinking and
development of a number of successful projects within and
outside CIAT. These include two projects under the Sub-
Saharan Africa Challenge Programme in the Lake Kivu and
Zimbabwe-Malawi-Mozambique corridor pilot learning
sites; two funded projects on Linking Farmers to Markets
in Uganda and Mozambique; and within the Consortium
for Improving Agricultural-based Livelihoods in Central
Africa (CIALCA). We are currently collecting data in all
countries utilising this approach to track use, adaptation
and institutionalization.
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5.4. Human and social capital benefits

At the individual level, most participants saw capacity
building as one of the more stimulating and rewarding parts
of the ERI partnerships. Frequent examples of benefits to
individual staff members of partners’ organizations include
increased skills, knowledge, confidence, self-esteem,
exposure and career opportunities. Over the years, ERI
partnerships have organized a number of training
workshops and field mentoring on several aspects of
research for development and rural innovation systems,
reaching over 800 individuals in four years (Figure 1).
Skills and knowledge in ERI, including participatory
market opportunity identification and agro-enterprise
development (PMR), participatory diagnosis and community
planning (PD), participatory monitoring and evaluation
(PM&E) and farmer participatory research (FPR), gender
analysis, etc., were seen as important in placing staff at
a comparative advantage within their organizations and
beyond. A number of individuals have been promoted
within their organizations or given more responsibilities
and public recognition within their organizations. Some
people have been able to move to better jobs in other
organizations, while others are increasingly recognized as
“expert facilitators” offering consultancy services to other
organizations. The majority of field staff have had
opportunities to travel outside their countries, participating
in professional meetings, making presentations and
interacting with a range of professionals. This has increased
confidence, exposure, self-esteem and social status, and
was often cited as an important benefit for individual
growth. Finally, prospects for career development through
postgraduate training (PhD and Masters), publications and
short term training are also important benefits that individuals
derive from ERI partnerships. Many participants perceived
ERI as providing them with transferrable skills and
knowledge, which, in turn, gives them confidence should
they need to work elsewhere.

The presence of energetic, motivated, and highly
committed community development facilitators, scientists

55

60

184 189

OERI EPMR EPM&E OFPR @PD M Gender

Figure 1. Number of people trained in different aspects of ERI.
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and development staff with good skills in participatory
approaches has been critical in achieving success. This
however has involved significant investments in building
human capital through regular training and field mentoring.
In addition to mutual learning, these workshops have the
advantage of broadening partners’ worldviews through
exposure to new approaches, skills and tools, and also to
new areas, countries and people. The analysis also revealed
that ERI partnerships have resulted in high levels of
social capital, personal relationships, friendships and
social networks that facilitate communication, exchange of
information, cooperation, reciprocity, and trust that enable
people and organizations to work together for mutual
benefits. In turn, social capital provides benefits for both
individuals and organizations (Gillies, 1998: 115; Pretty,
2003; Woolcock and Narayan, 2000; Rudd, 2000).

5.5. Resources sharing and joint resources mobilization

The availability of financial resources within partners’
organizations had a major influence on the success of
partnerships. Although ERI partnership funds were initially
secured from donor agencies to support research for
development activities, increasingly over time the majority
of partners have contributed more resources than the
project budget, both in financial and material terms. Co-
financing and joint resources mobilization, helping some
partners to raise funds through proposal development, has
been a successful strategy in reducing financial burdens,
and has increased partners’ stakeS and commitment
(Figure 2). Joint budgeting and planning increased
transparency in resources allocation. An important aspect
of ERI partnerships is the concept of “community research
and enterprise funds” that combines internal lending,
savings, and grants that farmers’ organizations can access
and manage to support their own initiatives. This helps in
building trust and confidence, and will ultimately increase
the probability of success and sustainability beyond
project life.

A Partners’
contributions,
464500, 20%

B Project funds,
950000, 42%

R Joint Proposals,
852000, 38%

Figure 2. Trends in resources mobilisation with ERI partnerships.
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6. Coping with challenges of multi-stakeholder
partnerships

Four Peer Assist sessions were conducted to discuss
challenges with ERI partnerships. These sessions revealed
some critical challenges that have been encountered in the
ERI partnership journey and which slow down its
institutionalization. These include: (i) high staff turnover,
(il) conflicting personalities, institutional and cultural
differences, (iii) lack of a systematic scaling-up strategy,
(iv) high transaction costs; and (v) challenges of public—
private partnerships. The peer assist sessions also suggested
strategies or actions to deal with such challenges.

6.1. High staff turnover

One of the critical challenges in ERI partnerships has been
a high rate of turnover of field staff, particularly competent
social scientists. Retaining social scientists and staff with
agroenterprise and marketing skills in NARS, government
services, and local NGOs has always been challenging. All
the partners, including CIAT, have lost at least one key staff
member involved in ERI activities, with some losing up to
four within a year. Over the five year period, about 23 out
of 189 trained staff in ERI approaches have either left their
organizations or changed responsibilities. While it was
clear that this high rate of staff turnover has considerable
negative effects on the implementation of the project, it was
also argued that this may be an indicator of the success of
the approach and may give prospects for scaling out to
other organisations. However, the extent to which ERI
principles and concepts are penetrating in the new
organizations is not documented. A related problem is
over-commitment of field staff who are often assigned
several responsibilities and a wider coverage area. It was
also unclear to what extent trained staff have influenced
others in their organisations and built their capacity in
ERI approaches.

ERI’s strategy to deal with staff turnover and over-
commitment has been to train a core team involving an
agronomist and extension personnel in any partner
organization in order to create a critical mass of people
with the necessary skills in relevant ERI areas. Such teams
serve as a pool of resource persons to train staff members,
and facilitate collaboration and networking amongst
partners. A long-term strategy is needed to institutionalize
ERI-type approaches in university curricula and to develop
materials for training, field manuals and guides aimed at
creating in-country capacity for training which guarantees
scaling up and sustainability (GFAR, 2003).

6.2. Dealing with personality clashes, institutional and
cultural differences

Although in many cases the success of partnerships has
been sustained by individual relationships and high levels

of social capital (trust, networking, cooperation and
exchange), there have also been several cases where
differences of individual personalities, behaviours,
attitudes, and internal conflicts within organizations have
had negative effects on ERI partnerships. Differences
among partners’ organizations and their institutional
cultures were initially reinforced by perceptions of the
divide and imbalance between research and development,
between government services and NGOs; and between
international and national staff. The fact that ERI has a
number of senior scientists from the region has been
instrumental in maintaining relationships, minimizing
cultural differences, and building social capital.

6.3. Coping with high expectations

In some cases, the quest for additional resources was
the major motivation for putting effort into partnerships.
With shrinking resources for agricultural research, the
need to engage with new stakeholders and build new
partnerships has become critical for obtaining funding both
in response to donor requirements and as a productive way
of achieving more efficient use of scarce resources. This
lends credence to Leach and Pelkey (2000)’s analysis of
partnership literature that found that the need to raise
adequate funding was the most frequently recurring theme
in 62% of the studies.

In other cases, ERI partnership was initially seen as a
donor-project relationship, or relations of subordination
rather than true partnerships. In such cases, access to
financial and material resources was the key motivation for
partnering, and the instigating partner was seen to be
dominant. Organizations that entered into partnership
because of financial resources put too much dependence on
other partners, and tended to create unrealistic expectations
(Gormley, 2001). In two cases, high individual expectations
led to partnership termination at the formation stage and,
in one case, at the implementation stage. In another case,
change of leadership led to partnership termination at
a time when the partnership was moving to the
institutionalization stage. This occurred despite the existence
of formal agreements and highlights the need for innovative
strategies to institutionalize partnerships beyond individuals
so that partnerships can be sustained when individuals
eventually leave, or personal relationships are affected.

6.4. Reducing transaction costs

The issue of transaction cost was a recurrent theme on the
challenges of sustaining multi-stakeholder partnerships. It
is generally considered that partnerships inherently result
in high transaction costs, and are extremely time and
resource intensive (Huxham, 1996). Working with multiple
partners was perceived as expensive owing to the fact that
partnerships require more time, meetings and considerable
effort in order to work satisfactorily. This perception was

© 2007 The Authors. Journal compilation © 2007 United Nations.



Pascal C. Sanginga et al./Natural Resources forum 31 (2007) 273-285 283

particularly relevant for ERI partnerships working in a
variety of countries and areas, with organizations having
different institutional arrangements and cultures.
Additional costs include high air and ground travel and
communication costs, institutional overheads, as well as
transaction and opportunity costs of meetings and
workshops, particularly senior and middle managers that
reduce available resources for operations and project
implementation.

Unfortunately, many partners do not have records or data
on the real costs (operation, transaction and opportunity
costs) incurred with ERI partnerships. Although it was clear
that most partners incur these transaction and opportunity
costs, this has not affected partners’ willingness and ability
to collaborate. On the contrary, the majority of partners
report that the tangible and non-tangible benefits may offset
the initial high costs, which gradually decrease as partners
build trust and continue to work together. However, there
is no empirical evidence on the real costs of different types
and stages of partnerships compared to their benefits,
which are often non-tangible and therefore difficult to
measure. Documenting the real costs and benefits of
partnerships is still an important gap that needs rigorous
research to assess whether the tangible and non-tangible
benefits of partnerships outweigh their costs. This is also a
critical question for participatory research projects (Johnson
et al., 2003).

6.5. Challenges of public—private partnerships

While considerable efforts have been geared towards
forging effective partnerships with the private business
sector in Uganda and Malawi, attempts to establish
partnerships with the private business sector have been
hampered by poor production conditions for small-scale
farmers who are unable to meet the quality and quantity
requirements of the private sector. The biggest challenge is
maintaining the interest of the private business sector in
marginal small-scale farming, which does not always
provide high and quick returns to investments, and
improving the competitiveness of small scale farming in
marginal environments. Spielman and Grebner (2004)’s
analysis of public—private partnerships in agricultural
research suggests that some of the challenges relate to
differing incentives, cultures and interests. The private
sector can engage in research that will produce short-term
results and products that appeal to paying consumers, while
R&D organizations are mainly concerned with research
that addresses the needs of poor small-scale farmers with
poor market access. Most private sector companies will
prefer a contracting mode of partnership rather than
developing a true partnership. For the private sector, multi-
stakeholder partnerships also involve enormous transaction
and opportunity costs for attending meetings, field visits
and workshops. Learning how to build successful relations
between small farmers, R&D organisations and the private
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sector is still a key challenge in ERI partnerships. Partnerships
with the private sector need to go beyond contracting or
buyer—seller relationships, to include co-financing, provision
of extension services and field visits.

7. Conclusion and implications for research

Partnership has become a recurrent theme in agricultural
research and development policy, practice and rhetoric.
This paper highlights the role and mode of learning as a
means to institutional change and capacity building. The
paper alludes to the challenge of institutionalizing
participatory self-reflective, structured learning within
research organisations that would help incrementally build
their capacity to partner. Costello and Zumla (2001)
caution that current partnership practices in research for
development may emphasize the outputs and products
(technology impacts, adoption, income) and ignore process
outcomes such as ownership, sustainability and
development of national and local research capacity. This
requires more innovative evaluation approaches. Reflective
learning practices draw significantly from both Utilization
Focused Evaluation (Paton, 1997) and Empowerment
Evaluation (Fetterman, 2001; Fetterman and Wandersman,
2005). Empowerment evaluation is an evaluation approach
that aims to increase the probability of programme success
by providing stakeholders with tools for assessing the
planning, implementation, and self evaluation of their
programmes, and mainstreaming evaluation as part of the
planning and management of the programme organisation
(Fetterman and Wandersman, 2005). The utilization-
focused evaluation is used not only to improve project and
programme effectiveness and performance, but also and
perhaps most importantly to build a learning organisation.

The analysis in this paper is based on partners’ self-
assessment, reflection and participatory evaluation of their
experiences with an ERI partnership. Such analysis is
useful for documenting lessons and challenges for building
and sustaining effective partnerships and is possible due to
reflective practices of project partners. The two
participatory techniques, After-Action-Review and Peer
Assist, used in this study focus on constructive feedback
and provide partners with the opportunity to evaluate what
works, how and why, and also to induce a process of
collective learning and sharing empirical examples,
experiences and challenges. The results of this analysis are
consistent with and complement recent findings on
partnerships (Leach and Pelkey, 2001) where recurring
themes are the necessity of adequate funding, effective
management and leadership, interpersonal trust and
committed participants. The paper shows that building and
sustaining multi-stakeholder partnerships is a dynamic
process, and reinforces Barret ef al. (2005)’s observation
that scholars and practitioners need to guard against
wishful thinking that partnerships and synergies emerge
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naturally just because organizations have a common
goal with common drivers. To be effective, innovation
partnerships need considerable investments in time and
resources at the formation stage for building a shared
vision and a common agenda to ensure institutional
commitments.

However, ERI partnerships are still grappling with
problems that are embedded in the partnership delivery and
institutionalization stages. Many of these challenges require
creative strategies for coping with over-commitment and
high turnover of trained personnel, dealing with different
and sometimes conflicting personalities, institutional
and organizational cultures, accounting for differing
perceptions and unspoken expectations, and managing the
potentially high transaction and opportunity costs
necessary to make multi-stakeholder partnerships work.
Developing and sustaining effective partnerships with the
private sector is still an important challenge in marginal,
resource-poor small-scale farming conditions. Lack of
systematic and robust scaling-up and exit strategies are also
important challenges that many participatory research
projects and agricultural innovation systems projects are
grappling with, including ERI. There are still, however, a
number of unanswered questions where more rigorous
interdisciplinary research is needed to provide important
insights into critical elements, costs, outcomes and impacts
of multi-stakeholder partnerships. We concur with Gormley
(2001) that there is still much to learn from engaging on
the partnership journey.
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