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Executive Summary

The Challenge Program on Water and Food  (CPWF) is approaching the end of a second five-year phase. 
A distinctive feature of the second phase of CPWF is its explicit use of a Research – for – Development 
(R4D) approach.  The focus of this report is to explore the value of the lessons that this R4D experience 
holds for others and to suggest ways in which this experience could be leveraged in debates and practice 
beyond CPWF. 

This report is based on discussions with CPWF personnel during their 3rd Peer Assist meeting in Lima, 
Peru, June 2013, and a review of selected CPWF documents. The report is structured around a number 
of questions.

So what has CPWF done? 

CPWF has been an explicit attempt to reframe research on water and food with a developmental 
perspective.  That is to say, research has been coupled with activities that enable the research to support 
innovation and change processes. The result of this reframing of research has been outcomes1 that are 
leading to tangible developmental impacts at scale.  Viewed in this way it is possible to see that CPWF 
represents an important institutional innovation in the way international agricultural research is used as a 
tool in the development process.

The program has labeled this way of conducting research as R4D.  This places CPWF’s experiences in a 
wider, emerging school of agricultural practice that flags its ambition to go beyond knowledge production 
and leverage research to deliver development impacts (or, alternatively, placing research evidence within 
development processes). 

CPWF defines R4D as “an engagement process for understanding and addressing development challenges 
defined with stakeholders. Stakeholders are champions and partners in the research process as well as the 
change it aims to bring about.” In addition, I would add to this definition of R4D, “continuously learning 
how to do this”, implicit in the efforts that CPWF has made to support learning. Overall, this reflects the 
six key principles of R4D that CPWF has defined as emerging features of its R4D. 

What has CPWF got to offer R4D and how does it fit into the wider debates on these topics? 

There are three areas where CPWF can contribute. Firstly, CPWF provides a conceptual framing of 
research on water and food where R4D is a way of framing discussion on how to bring about change. As 
a result the “CPWF Story” reveals its approach to R4D.  The CPWF approach highlights that R4D is 
actually a framework to structure discussions / negotiations with stakeholders about how change takes 
place and that this is then used as a way of organizing activities.  To make the same point differently R4D 
is a vision of how change happens and what success looks like and it’s a different vision to “business as 
usual”.  An important contribution from CPWF would be to elaborate the idea of R4D as a framework 
rather than as a set of “touch stone” tools.

Secondly, the underpinning hypothesis of the CPWF style R4D covers the following aspects:  

•	 Change	is	an	interactive	process	involving	many	players	at	different	scales	(farm	to	policy).			
 Actively working with these players in the identification of problems and opportunities and in  
 addressing these issues helps make change happen.  

1 I follow DAC development evaluation criteria here that define (1) outcomes as things that a program delivers and (2) impacts 
as the developmental changes (for example livelihoods) that result from those outcomes.
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•	 Policy	and	institutional	change	is	a	key	ingredient	in	facilitating	wider	scale	changes.		Tackling		
 the knowledge, attitudes and practices of policy players helps stimulate useful policy and  
 institutional changes.

•	 Change	is	an	unpredictable	process	and	can	only	be	approached	in	a	learning-by-doing	way.			
 Lessons on how to learn and navigate towards impact in complex, unpredictable environments  
 can improve program performance and provide lessons to help others in similar situations of  
 unpredictability and complexity.

•	 Equitable	change	demands	understanding	power,	politics/	political	economy	of	innovation.		
 Where we may aim for win-win solutions more often than not policy makers are making  
 choices (with trade-offs) between two options.

Finally, while it is clear that there is not one CPWF R4D, a set of distinctive approaches has emerged 
shaped by the institutional context and culture, by the nature of water and food issues that are being 
developed and the nature of stakeholders involved in those issues. Consistent however, is a principle 
about the importance of creating/ identifying/ strengthening an organization that has convening 
power to organize engagement, interaction, negotiation and other multi-stakeholder processes and that 
professional transformation (of researchers) is an essential component of this R4D.

How do institutional innovations that strengthen impact emerge in international agricultural 
research organizations?  

CPWF exemplifies R4D in that it demonstrates an emergent approach, rather than the application 
of a particular pre-cooked direction. The headline story is not the specific tools that were used to 
achieve this (although these have value), but the entire process that allowed the emergence of a way of 
working that appears to be highly successful.  As such, CPWF is an important institutional innovation 
in international agricultural research and its key contribution is the insights it provides into how that 
process of institutional change took place in different spheres of operation, in partner organizations, 
in the international organization that hosted the program and in the CGIAR.  Of course ultimately 
the program ran into problems in the institutional setting of the CGIAR and its reform process.  This, 
however, does not distract from the overall value of the CPWF story, but rather it highlights the deep 
seated nature of institutional challenges to pursuing R4D in the CGIAR – and of course the centrality of 
institutional change in efforts to achieve impact from agricultural research.

CPWF has a very rich repertoire of accounts of the way water and food innovation emerges.  It would be 
useful to style these as innovation narratives. That is to say accounts of the social processes and institutional 
changes have led to these innovations and that the key outcomes are strengthened capacities.

Why are there tensions surrounding R4D outcome narratives? 

There is a clear tension between reporting outcomes in terms of tangible water and food outcomes and 
research results on the one hand and on the other hand reporting process lessons about how to conduct 
research in a development framework and how to use research in support of change and innovation. These 
tensions are apparent in other R4D program (e.g. AusAID funded African Food Security program and 
the DFID Research Into Use programme) and therefore lessons around this topic would have value to 
others.  My sense is that lying behind these tensions are issues of professional hierarchies in agricultural 
science and particularly the tendency of research organizations to project a technological narrative of 
success (for examples, food production techniques introduced).
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The next generation of R4D practitioners and investors would benefit greatly from some critical 
reflection on CPWF’s experience on this including critical analysis of the effectiveness of this system and 
its constituent parts and at a more general level the effectiveness of the program in supporting learning 
across its basins.

How can lessons from CPWF be better leveraged?

Lessons from CPWF on R4D are going to exist in two forms.  Firstly, in documented analysis, evidence and 
lessons and secondly through the people CPWF and its partners have been socialized to be through this 
new way of conducting agricultural research.  These two repositories of lessons need to be strengthened 
and leveraged in different ways. This would involve:
•	 An	external	review	of	CPWF

•	 Partnership	with	Aquatic	Agricultural	Systems	and	other	systems	orientated	CRP	to	mine		
 CPWF for lessons and expertise.

•	 Strengthening	communities	of	practice	of	R4D	researchers	and	practitioners		(through	creating		
 a program level community of practice, joining other emerging communities of practice on  
 R4D or focusing on strengthening communication and networking in each basin).

•	 Identifying	R4D	ambassadors	to	help	project	the	CPWF’s	experience.
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1. Introduction

The Challenge Program on Water and Food  (CPWF) is approaching the end of a second 5 year phase. 
A distinctive feature of the second phase of CPWF is its explicit use of an R4D approach.  The focus 
of this report is to explore the value of the lessons that this R4D experience holds for others and to 
suggest ways in which this experience could be leveraged in debates and practice beyond CPWF.  The 
intention here is not to critique the way CPWF has used R4D. Rather the intention is to find ways to 
add value to a challenging and worthwhile departure from conventional “business as usual” practice of 
agricultural research by international organizations in the name of development.  (Terms of reference for 
this assignment can be found in Annex 1).

This report is based on discussions with CPWF personnel during the Peer Assist meeting in Lima, Peru 
in June 2013, and a review of selected CPWF documents.

2. What has CPWF done?

CPWF has been an explicit attempt to reframe research on water and food with a developmental 
perspective.  That is to say that research has been coupled with activities that allow that research to support 
the innovation and change process: For example, undertaking research on payments for environmental 
services, but doing this as part of process of engagement with policy actors so that that research helps 
inform the design of new policy instruments. And there are many more examples of this sort.  The result 
of this reframing of research has been outcomes that are leading to tangible developmental impacts at 
scale.  

Viewed in this way it is possible to see that CPWF represents an important valuable institutional innovation 
in the way international agricultural research is used as a tool in the development process.  There are many 
caveats in the CPWF story about the sustainability of this institutional innovation, particularly in the 
CGIAR. Never the less there is prima fascia evidence that CPWF achieved better outcomes and impacts 
after it had taken the decision to reframe its research in this way.  

The program has labeled this way of conducting research as R4D.  This places CPWF’s experiences in a 
wider, emerging school of agricultural practice that flags its ambition to go beyond knowledge production 
and leverage research to deliver development impacts. 

3. Why R4D and what is it?

In order to reveal what CPWF has to offer from its R4D experience it is useful give R4D some introduction.  
Annex 2 sets out a detailed conceptualization of R4D based on the author’s understanding of the current 
debates and practice on the topic.  Key points include the following.

Why R4D?  R4D emerges from this on going search for more effective ways of using agricultural research. 
This is search driven by both disappointing results from the past, but also by an ever more complex 
development agenda and the need to adapt research approach to this.

What is R4D?  There is considerable ambiguity in definitions of R4D.  What is however clear is that it 
an approach that is emerging from practice rather than from any one conceptual tradition. This means 
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different schools of practice give emphasis to different aspects, some more focused on value chain 
development, some more on participatory approaches and others giving great emphasis to systems 
thinking and institutional  change2.

What are the key R4D principles? It is difficult to categorical about key R4D principles.  However 
contemporary understanding of innovation as a systems phenomenon  (see detailed explanation in annex 
2) would suggest an emphasis on the following:

•	 Developing	partnerships	and	the	organization	of	multi-stakeholder	processes.		

•	 Engagement	with	the	institutional	and	policy	environment	for	impact	at	scale.			

•	 Building	capacity3 for sustainable impacts.

•	 The	use	of	learning	based	approaches.	

These principles can largely be seen in the way that CPWF defines R4D

“an engagement process for understanding and addressing development challenges defined with 
stakeholders. Stakeholders are champions and partners in the research process as well as the change it 
aims to bring about.” 

 I would add to this……..”and continuously learning how to do this”  as this is implicit in the efforts that 
CPWF has made to support learning.

CPWF articulates its approach through 6 principles, although it uses these more as an ex-post way of 
describing the important elements of its approach rather than as a guiding design framework  (although 
arguably these are emerging principles from the CPWF experience).  These are discussed in more detail 
in a subsequent section.

4.  Where have the global R4D experiences, literature and 
debates got to?

The current literature on R4D is surprisingly quite thin – although it is debatable what should and should 
not be included in this body of work. A few things stand out.

•	 Much	of	the	debate	around	this	topic	is	weakly	conceptualized	and	at	times	it	is	hard	to	distinguish	
 between ideology and well founded logic.  Partially as a result of this, there is no clear picture  
 of what R4D actually is:  an approach, a framework, a set of tools, a rhetoric to camouflage  
 “business as usual”?

2  I use the term institutions / institutional broadly in the sense of things that pattern behavior --- rules (formal and informal), 
norms, traditions, habits and practices, ways of working, policy and incentives.
3   I use the term capacity building in its broad sense of the behavior of systems: it includes the skills of individuals the capacity 
of organizations and the rules and habits and practices these embody, the architecture of linkages and networks between 
individuals and the wider institutional and policy context that shapes the behavior of individuals organizations and the systems 
as a whole. 
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•	 Much	of	the	recent	writing	on	R4D	has	focused	on	“how	to	manuals”	on	specific	tools.		Innovation	
 platforms is the most well know example of this.  This is often done without reporting any of the  
 wider conceptual machinery needed to understand how these tools make up part of the wider  
 armory of actions needed to bring about innovation and change.

•	 There	is	a	lack	of	critical	analysis	and	reflection	on	the	efficacy	of	tools	used	and	of	the	approach		
 as a whole.  There seems to be a tendency for much of the writing on R4D experiences   
 (particularly from the international community) to be presented in the flavor of success   
 narratives. This is understandable as accounts of R4D usually emerge from authors closely involved 
 in particular projects where there are imperatives to report good new for donor audiences.  It is  
 not clear why the more critical eye of academia has not looked more closely at these issues.

•	 There	is	a	lack	of	robust	evaluation	of	R4D	programs.		In	part	this	is	the	result	of	R4D	programs		
 being a fairly recent development. However there are methodological challenges in evaluating  
 such program because of their emergent nature and focus on a theory of change where capacity  
 building and institutional change is the main vehicle for achieve impacts.

•	 In	common	with	literature	on	agricultural	innovation	systems,	R4D	literature	remains	largely		
 silent on issues power and the political economy of innovation and change.  Ironically most  
 accounts of agricultural innovation processes reveal the highly contested nature of change. 

From the literature that does exist it is apparent that there are four major gaps. 

Firstly there is much agreement on the need for comprehensive institutional change to support the 
emergence of an R4D approach (Hawkins et al 2009 make this point most forcefully, but also others).  
However there seems to be a dearth of accounts about how this can actually be achieved in practice and 
the nature the enablers and disablers of that process.  Accounts of this type would be invaluable to others 
embarking on the R4D route in conventional agricultural research institutional settings.

Secondly,	learning	and	learning	based	approaches	are	undoubtedly	the	new	mantra	of	R4D.		But	what	
does this really look like in practice?  How can comprehensive learning systems be constructed around 
R4D	project?		(By	a	learning	system	I	would	include	all	M&E	arrangements,	reflexive	space	and	activities,	
knowledge management, research on innovations, and policy engagement activities) And do these really 
help projects achieve their aims?  A critical account of a program’s experience of development a learning 
system is needed.  This needs to go beyond an inventory of a learning system toolbox.  

Thirdly there is little discussion about the mismatch of the evaluative framework of many donors and the 
sort of institutional and capacity outcomes that R4D projects are likely to deliver.  How have programs 
dealt with this and what are the possible ways forward?  Again it needs to go beyond an inventory of 
different evaluation approaches and discuss how these types of tensions have been negotiated and resolved 
as its actually part and parcel of the institutional change process.

And fourthly, including issues of power and the political economy of innovation in the underpinning 
conceptual framework of R4D and finding ways of addressing these issues operationally would make an 
important contribution to the advancement of R4D.
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5. What has CPWF got to offer R4D and how does it fit into 
the wider debates on these topics?

In my view there are a series of important lesson that CPWF can offer others on R4D.  These are covered 
in the CPWF book to some extent, but this is the emphasis I would give in approximately this order of 
importance.

1. The conceptual framing of research on water and food: R4D as a way of framing discussion 
on how to bring about change.  

This topic is dealt with extensively in chapter 2 of the CPWF book.  Partly it is a story about the way a 
framework was needed that adequately captured how change actually takes place (although its not entirely 
clear in what form the R4D framework was articulated).  However more important is that this story 
reveals what R4D really is.  My view is that it highlights that R4D is actually a framework to structure 
discussions / negotiations with stakeholders about how change takes place.  This discussion / negotiation 
is then used as a way of organizing activities.  To make the same point differently R4D is a vision of how 
change happens and what success looks like and it’s a different vision to “business as usual”.  An important 
contribution from CPWF would be to elaborate the idea of R4D as a framework rather than as a set 
of “touch stone” tools4.  Of course specific actions, tools and skills need to be brought in to backfill the 
operationalization of this view of how change takes place.  However it is the framing that is important.  
It is notable that when the basin leaders talk about R4D they use the language of  “framing research in a 
different way”.  It would be useful to elaborate on what that framing means and how it is used.  It might 
be as simple as framing research with objectives of tangible outcomes linked to development impacts and 
then proceeding from there?

2. Elaboration of underpinning hypothesis of CPWF style R4D.   

I am not sure where the underpinning hypotheses of the CPWF style of R4D are articulated.  However 
the common narrative around CPWF seems to imply that the following broad hypotheses are central.

•	 Change	is	an	interactive	process	involving	many	players	at	different	scales	(farm	to	policy).			
 Actively working with these players in the identification of problems and opportunities and in  
 addressing these issues helps make change happen.   

•	 Policy	and	institutional	change	is	a	key	ingredient	in	making	wide	scale	changes	take	place.			
 Tackling the knowledge, attitudes and practices of policy players helps stimulate useful policy and 
 institutional changes.

•	 Change	is	an	unpredictable	process	and	can	only	be	approached	in	learning	by	doing	way.		Lessons	
 on how to learn and navigate towards impact in complex, unpredictable environments can  
 improve program performance and provide lessons to help others in similar situations of  
 unpredictability and complexity.

It would be valuable to elaborate and make explicit these underpinning hypotheses (guiding principles 
if you like) and develop a critical commentary on the extent to which these hold true.  It would also be 
useful perhaps to add new principles that emerge from the CPWF: 

4  I make a critique of touch stone tools in my elaboration of what R4D is and is not in Annex 2
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For example, in the Mekong case, understanding power, politics/ political economy of innovation is 
needed in order to find ways to make change take place in equitable ways.  (The of political ecology 
studies in the Mekong and the way these were used as part of the process of stakeholder convening and 
negotiation is a valuable story in its own right.  If there was enough material to spin this out into a chapter 
for the book it would be an extremely valuable contribution.) 

Across the basins there seems to be a principle about the importance of creating/ identifying/ strengthening 
an organization that has convening power  to organize engagement, interaction, negotiation and other 
multi-stakeholder processes.  This principle resonates with the idea of innovation brokers (currently flavor 
of the month with some academics)-- an intermediary third party organization that facilitates many of the 
social processes that underpin collective action and innovation.

A headline principle that strikes me concerns diversity and contextualization of the approach.  For 
example there is not one CPWF R4D, but a set of distinctive approaches that have emerged in each basin, 
shaped by the institutional context and culture, by the nature of water and food issues that are being 
developed and the nature of stakeholders involved in those issues.  Contrast for example the political 
economy and international relations issues in the Mekong and the focus on convening negotiations, with 
the	Nile	basin’s	more	farmer	centric	R4D	approach.		Both	different,	but	both	appropriate	to	that	context		

A further principle that is implicit in the CPWF underpinning hypothesis about institutional change, 
but is not explicitly stated, concerns professional transformation of researchers.  The experience of CPWF 
seems to point to the importance of this transformation in pursuing an R4D agenda.  It is notable (and 
indeed pleasing) that CPWF basin leaders for example, rarely reveal their disciplinary backgrounds in 
the way they discuss the program.  This suggests that some form of professional transformation has taken 
place that has allowed them to reframe research for a higher order purpose.  For example, perhaps they are 
R4Dists with technical expertise on water management or agronomy or geography.  It seems to have been 
a reframing of professional skills with development goals.  This same principle might also be couched in 
terms of multi-disciplinary of research teams in R4D, and of course the professional transformation need 
to work in this way.

CPWF also articulates its approach in terms of six pillars, although as mentioned earlier these are used 
ex-post as a way of organizing a narrative on what it is that the program does. These are stated as follows5

•	 Theory of change

•	 Knowledge Management

•	 Partnerships and Networking

•	 Research on R4D

•	 Policy	and	Engagement

•	 Adaptive Management

5 I am not sure where these are elaborated in the CPWF, or indeed their precise function as there appeared to be some 
disagreement about this at the peer assist
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Currently these pillars are articulated as actions or tools or, to put it another way, a set of distinctive 
operational features.  One of the dangers of this is that these could then be interpreted by others as a set 
of “touch stone” tools with out any of the underpinning logic for their use.  Its might be useful to see 
how these pillars map onto the implicit hypotheses of the program and use this as a way of developing a 
stronger rationale for their use. See matrix above.

3. How do institutional innovations that strengthen impact emerge in international 
agricultural research organizations?  

This point concerns the institutional change process that accompanies the development and emergence 
of way of doing agricultural research that is more effective in achieving impact  -- R4D.  And specifically 
how this change process proceeds in the setting of a CGIAR organization.   This is addressed in the 
institutional history of CPWF (I view this as a centrally important chapter in the book).  I would elaborate 
in the following way.  

CPWF has been typical in the tradition of R4D in that it demonstrates an emergent approach, rather 
than the application of a particular pre-cooked direction.  To put it an other way it is a story of a group 
of research professionals from different disciplinary background who have made a conscious decision to 
pursue a different way of using research to achieve the development ambitions of their organization and 
funders.  Having made this choice the program then tackled a series of staffing and operational issues to 
give life to this ambition.  This led to the emergence of a very particular style of R4D that was shaped by 
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the problem set the program was dealing with (water and food) and the stakeholders associated with that, 
the professional backgrounds of a number of key individuals, the nature of partner organizations and 
particularly by the institutional setting of the host organization IMWI and ultimately by the institutional 
setting of the CGIAR in which all of this sat. 

The emergent approach seems to have paid rewards, achieving tangible outcomes as well as the policy and 
institutional environments to sustain impacts arising from these outcomes in some of the countries in 
which the program worked.   (This is evidenced by the fact that outcome stories are predominantly about 
institutional and policy change.)

The key point is that the value of the CPWF experience is that it is an account of a different way of 
deploying agricultural science that seems to delivering desired results.  The headline story is not the 
specific tools that were used to achieve this (although these have value see below), but the entire process 
that was used to allow the emergence of a way of working that seem to be highly successful.  If this is the 
case, then CPWF is an important institutional innovation in international agricultural research and its 
key contribution is the insights it provides into how that process of institutional change took places in 
different spheres of operation --- in partner organizations, in the international organizational that hosted 
the program and in the CGIAR.  Of course ultimately the program ran into problems in the institutional 
setting of the CGIAR and its reform process.  This however does not distract from the overall value of 
the CPWF story, but rather it highlights the deep seated nature of institutional challenges to pursuing 
R4D in the CGIAR – and of course the centrality of institutional change in effort to achieve impact from 
agricultural research.

The value of this account to others is that it highlights the institutional enablers and disablers to the 
emergence and spread of a more impactful way of conducting agricultural research.  It is not the blueprint 
for a new approach, but it provides the “machine code” needed to allow such approaches to emerge 
in a contextually adapted way.   Recent efforts of CORAF in West Africa to use an R4D to transform 
agricultural research in the region would benefit enormously from the CPWF story.  Similarly FARA in 
its efforts to institutionalize its IAR4D approach.

4. Innovation narratives: What success looks like.

CPWF has a very rich repertoire of accounts of the way water and food innovation emerges.  It would be 
useful to style these as innovation narratives6.  That is to say accounts of the social processes and institutional 
changes have led to these innovations. These narratives will help highlight a number of insights into the 
nature of the innovation process, including but not restricted to:

•	 the	linking	of	technical	and	institutional	innovation;	

•	 the	way	innovation	unfolds	as	a	trajectory	and	how	research,	policy	and	other	types	of	intervention
		 and	actors	assume	different	importance	at	different	points	in	the	trajectory;	

•	 the	unpredictability	of	these	trajectories;	

•	 the	diversity	of	approaches	projects	have	adopted	to	support	innovation	in	different	contexts;	

•	 and,	the	types	of	innovation	capacity	that	persist	after	projects	have	ended.		

6 Amanda queried whether these are different from outcome stories.  I sense they are as the emphasis is on the process through 
which outcomes were achieved and an analysis of that process.  Having said that I have not read any of the outcome stories.
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The	last	point	is	one	where	the	CPWF	has	much	to	say.		For	example	the	Bangladesh	experience	where	
CPWF has help the emergence of a different architecture of public agencies working together in new ways 
to address the needs of water users. This is a new capacity that has been left behind to respond to the needs 
of the poor in the future.  Across the different CPWF experiences there is probably enough examples 
to make a compelling the case that the key outcomes of CPWF are strengthened capacities. (Another 
example is CIAT research expertise been used as technical support in policy intervention design).  

This message is important because it implies that success in an R4D project is not about water use, crop 
production or incomes per se, but about the strengthening of capacities to respond to the needs of clients 
– farmers, consumers, industry etc.  Furthermore it is this capacity that is likely to sustain developmental 
impacts into the future. This point has particular relevance in the CGIAR CRPs where “rural innovation 
capacity” has recently been identified as an intermediary development outcome (IDO) --- although what 
this looks like and what are suitable indicators of this has yet to be devised. CPWF has a lot to offer that 
debate.

5. Multi-disciplinarity and tensions surrounding R4D outcome narratives.  

This may be part of the institutional history story.  It concerns the implications of R4D for the disciplinary 
mix of projects and research.  As an outside observer it is quite clear that CPWF has not been able to create 
a critical mass of social science researchers equipped with analytical skills to explore institutional and policy 
environments and to undertake research on the innovation process associated with water and food (an 
exception is the Volta basin).  This is not a criticism, but a lesson about both the need for such skills, but also 
about the challenges of putting this disciplinary mix in place and making it work effectively in support of 
R4D.  This also plays out in the way CPWF outcome narratives are articulated by basin leaders and by the 
program its self.  There is a clear tension between reporting outcomes in terms of tangible water and food 
outcomes and research results on the one hand and on the other reporting process lesson about how to 
conduct research in a development framework and how to use research in support of change and innovation.  

This tension plays out most notably in the debates about the core focus of the CPWF book.  Is it primarily 
about water management innovation for food production or is it primarily about innovations in the way 
research is used to support water management innovation for food production (with illustrative examples 
of these outcomes)?  I would argue the latter.  Irrespective of my opinion, there is a story to be written 
up about the causes of these tensions in the CPWF and the way these tensions have played out and the 
implications of these for wider institutional learning.  

These tensions are apparent in other R4D programs (for example the AusAID funded African Food 
Security program I reviewed last year, but also the DFID Research Into Use program) and therefore 
lessons around this topic would have value to others.  My sense is that lying behind these tensions are issues 
of professional hierarchies in agricultural science and particularly the tendency of research organizations 
to project a technological narrative of success (for examples, food production techniques introduced).  
Given the need for multi-discilnarity in R4D, this is probably a major institutional challenge, particularly 
since R4D implies both doing research for impact and doing research (learning) on how to do research 
for impact.    These same tensions spill over into evaluation as it concerns how success is framed in the eye 
of the evaluator.  The next generation of R4D practitioners and investors would benefit greatly from some 
critical reflection on CPWF’s experience on this.

6. Critical reflection on the CPWF learning system.  

One of the underpinning hypotheses of R4D concerns the centrality of learning.  Much of the tool box 
of	 CPWF	R4D	 approach	 originated	 with	 a	 set	 of	 learning	 orientated	M&E	 tool	 (impact	 pathways,	



12

logic model/ theory of change, most significant change) and this has been supplement over the years 
with various interactive, reflexive learning exercises, knowledge management, as well as more research 
like activities exploring the CPWF approach (for example research under the CGIAR ILAC initiative).  
Taken together these form a learning system.  

There is value in describing the elements of this system and the way different tools played different learning 
roles and how these related to each other.  However, more importantly, there is a need for critical analysis 
of the effectiveness of this system and its constituent parts and at a more general level the effectiveness of 
the program in supporting learning across its basins.  Did structured learning really help the basin based 
activities adapt and change?  Where reflexive spaces an appropriate way of deriving lessons of generic 
relevance?    Was the CPWF a learning system for the wider CGIAR – if not why not? These sorts of 
questions are important in helping learn how to learn better.  There is a growing international appetite 
for information on how to create effective learning systems to support R4D, particularly among those 
tasked with designing and implementing these arrangements.   For these wider audiences it is important 
that CPWF avoids the danger of describing its learning system without discussing whether it was fit for 
purpose in relation to R4D.

7.  Critical reflection on R4D tools.

CPWF has used a number of tools, innovation platforms, knowledge management s well as those 
described above associated with the learning system.  As with the discussion of the learning system, it 
would be useful to describe these tools. However much more important is a critical analysis on the value 
of these tools and insights into the circumstances under which it is useful to use these tools and the nature 
of associated activities to stimulate the wider process of change.  It is probably safe to say that the world 
does not need any more “how to manuals” on innovation platforms.

6.   Who needs these lessons?

It could easily be argued that the lessons from CPWF could be valuable to the whole community of 
practitioners, investors and planners in agricultural research.  However it is probably best to target 
organizations that are at the sharp end of either the design and implementation challenges of R4D or the 
training and research challenges of the topic.  The following would seem like the main targets.
 
1. Practitioners of R4D in the international agricultural research CGIAR  

Key targets: CGIARs CRPs many of which are flagging an R4D like approach but face the challenge 
of navigating the institutional change process in international research organizations as well operation 
challenges in the design and implementation of R4D programs.

2. Bi-laterally supported programs

Key targets: The Australian agencies (AusAID, ACIAR and CSIRO) are making explicit efforts to 
experiment with R4D like approaches (labeled as agricultural research for development (AR4D) or 
integrated agricultural research for development (IAR4D).) In particular they are exploring the design of 
learning systems.  Maybe others like USAID who would benefit from the CPWF experience even though 
they are not following a R4D like approach.  Also, in the same vein, Gates, although that is likely to be a 
much harder nut to crack.
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3. Multi-laterally supported programs

Key targets: IFAD has been supporting R4D like programs for some time and would benefit from the 
insights	from	CPWF	on	how	innovation	and	change	actually	take	place.		The	World	Bank	has	started	to	
follow a more explicit innovation systems approach, but as an investor in the CGIAR the strategic lessons 
from the CPWF would have great value.

4. Global, Regional and sub regional agricultural research organizations.  

Key targets: GFAR flags an explicit R4D approach, although not clear what it means by that.  FARA 
has developed its own R4D approach through SACP, but is now struggling with the challenge of 
institutionalization in national program – lessons from the institutional history of CPWF would he 
highly	relevant.		CORAF	flags	IAR4D	as	a	central	vehicle	of	its	mid	term	plan.		ASECRCA	has	flagged	
R4D like approaches for many years but still faces the challenge of building capacity for this in national 
programs. 

5. Research and training organizations on institutional change and innovation. 

Key targets: Communication and Innovation group, Wageningen University, the Netherlands, strong 
on	conceptual	development	around	 innovation	 learning	and	change;	 ICAR	(International	Centre	 for	
client	oriented	agricultural	research)	pioneer	of	R4D	capacity	building,	directed	by	Richard	Hawkins;	
KIT (Royal Tropical Institute), The Netherlands, valuable bridge between academia and practice, explicit 
interest in R4D.

The matrix below suggests where the different lessons from CPWF would be most useful.  In a sense all 
the	lessons	are	useful	for	all	targets;	the	emphasis	in	the	table	reflects	the	role	as	well	as	the	interest	of	
target organizations. 

CGIAR CRPs

Bilateral

Multi lateral

GFAR, FARA, 
ASERCEA

Research and 
training

R4D as 
framework

XX

XX

XX

XXXX

XXXX

R4D 
principles

XX

XXXX

XXXX

XXXX

Institutional 
history

XX

XX

XXXX

XXXX

Multi 
disciplinary 

tensions

XXXX

XXXX

XXXX

Critical 
reflection 

on learning 
systems

XXXX

XXXX

XXXX

Critical 
reflection 
on R4D 
tools

XXXX

XXXX

XXXX
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7. How can lessons from CPWF be better leveraged?

The CPWF R4D program is ongoing, with the focus in the last 6 months to finish research but also 
position lessons to ensure maximized impact over time.  It faces the challenge of learning about its own 
experiences without the time and perhaps objectively to stand back and reflect.  Yet at the same time 
it has both an opportunity and arguably a responsibility to deliver lessons on its R4D to the CGIAR 
and particularly the CRPs.  Given these challenges, how could these lessons be developed and be better 
leveraged? 

It is useful to begin by recognizing that lessons from CPWF on R4D are going to exist in two forms.  
Firstly in documented analysis, evidence and lessons and secondly in the form of people from CPWF 
and its partners that have been socialized to be this new of conducting agricultural research.  These two 
repositories of lessons need to be strengthened and leveraged in different ways.  The following outlines 
these different modalities.

Undertake a review / evaluation of CPWF

Experience	from	CPWF	suggests	that	reviews	and	evaluation	can	be	a	powerful	mechanism	within	the	
CGIAR to bring about changes in approach and practice.  And of course evaluation is an important part 
of any effective learning system.    As well as evidencing the impact of CPWF and drawing out practical 
lessons, a review / evaluation of the CPWF would be a way of exploring the value of the challenge program 
model as a way of stimulating institutional change in the CGIAR.  An authoritative study of this sort 
could be highly influential and timely in the on-going debates on the reform of CGIAR and particularly 
about the development of the CRPs.  In order for such a review / evaluation to have currency with in the 
CGIAR it is important that it is commissioned under the auspices of the CGIAR central evaluation unit 
(check name of that).  Indicative terms of reference for a review / evaluation of CPWF are presented in 
annex 4.

Partnership with Aquatic Agricultural Systems and other systems orientated CRP to mine CPWF 
for lessons and expertise.

The systems orientated CRPs and particularly the Aquatic Agricultural Systems (AAS)CRP could benefit 
greatly from CPWF experiences and lessons.  Like CPWF, these CRPs are tackling research and impact 
challenges that sit at the interface of complex development domains.  AAS in particular (but also others) 
has made an explicit commitment to using and further developing R4D and its staff includes a champion 
of	R4D	who	played	a	key	role	in	CPWF	(Boru	Douthwaite).		As	a	result,	not	only	are	lessons	valuable	
in this context, but there is an appreciative audience willing to use them.  CPWF should explore ways of 
partnering with these CRPs as a way of carrying its lessons forward.  Modalities of this may include:

•	 Exploring	whether	there	is	CRP	money	to	hold	a	joint	meeting	or	to	conduct	and	share	some		
 analysis of the CPWF experience.  

•	 Exploring	opportunities	for	CPWF	personnel	to	sit	on	scientific	or	advisory	committees:	for	
 example AAS is currently setting up an advisory committee for an assignment to develop  
 Intermediate Development Outcome (IDO) indicators for “rural innovation capacity”.  This will
  spillover into the wider evaluative framework of the CGIAR for the CRP’s and it is a topics where 
 CPWF guidance could be highly valuable. 



CPWF August 2013 15

•	 Explore	ways	of	making	CPWF	personnel	available	as	reviewers	of	the	next	round	of	CRP		
 proposals.  CPWF experience would be valuable in providing critique and commentary on how  
 these proposals could be strengthened. A practical way of doing this would be to develop a roster 
 of R4D expertise from CPWF and sharing this with CRP directors.  

•	 Explore	ways	of	using	key	CRP	staff	as	reviewers	/	evaluators	of	CPWF’s	work.		The	reviewers	will	
 carry lessons into their own work.

Strengthen communities of practice of R4D researchers and practitioners.  

In addition to documentation of CPWF lessons and experiences an equally important repository is the 
individuals who have been involved in the program and the perspectives and competencies they have 
developed during this time.  This represents a community of practice  -- a loose group of individuals who 
have a common way of working and who share experiences and lessons about that way of working.  Such 
communities are notoriously difficult to sustain after the end of program funding (see also point above on 
partnership with the CRP’s).  Yet members of these communities will take these lessons and experiences 
and apply them in their subsequent professional life.  This is a key way in which lessons from CPWF can 
be leveraged into wider use.  There are three options:

Option 1. Create program level community of practice
In the remaining months of the program it would be useful to build the social capital and identity of 
this group in the CPWF.  An earlier attempt as creating a community of practice on learning to innovate 
faded away when the key champion left the program.  This suggests that a critical first step would to see if 
it	is	possible	to	identify	a	champion	who	would	be	interested	in	convening	this	group.			Branding	this	as	a	
group of R4D researchers/ practitioners might give it broader appeal than learning to innovate. 

If a champion can be identified and if a wider group of CPWF personnel and partners can be found who 
are willing to devote time to reflecting and sharing lessons, then the priority tasks for this group include:

•	 Develop	an	identity	–	what	is	it	that	they	have	in	common?		What	is	the	distinctive	idea	or		
 experience that this group has to share and learn about?

•	 Find	ways	in	which	they	can	maintain	communication	channels,	particularly	post	CPWF

•	 Explore	ways	of	making	this	community	of	practice	visible.		

•	 Explore	ways	of	linking	up	to	other	R4D	researchers	and	those	with	similar	perspectives.	

Option 2.  Join other emerging communities of practice on R4D
Option 1 above is quite speculative and perhaps too ambitious.  An alternative suggestion might be 
to assume that seed of an R4D community of practice is emerging in and around the systems CRPs. It 
might be more productive to explore ways of networking CPWF personnel into this emerging group (as 
discussed above with reference to the AAS CRP).

Option 3.  Focus on strengthening communication and networking in each basin.
A more practical suggestion idea might be to focus community of practice development at the basin level 
as this is an existing organizing principle and all the basis leaders are strongly networked in their region.  
The question remains as to what resources and actions could be used to strengthen this in the remaining 
life of CPWF?  Given time constraints one approach might be to focus on communication resources 
that are already in place.  In particular the “most significant change” stories.  These have the advantage 
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that they are focused on basin-level  events and processes.  They also reveal the chain of events that lead 
to outcomes in a very context specific way (a weakness for communication at the program level,  but a 
huge advantage at the basin-level).  As a result basin-level stakeholders and partners can relate to these 
stories at a number of levels – in terms of the water and food issue and in terms of the R4D approach.  
Developing a larger set of these stories (written by different stakeholders, not just basin leaders) in the 
remaining months of CPWF and ensuring that these are distributed in the region would help cement 
together group of individuals and promote lesson sharing between them.  This does not guarantee that a 
community of practice will persist after CPWF,  but could help socialize individuals to sharing ideas in a 
relatively informal format.

Identify an R4D ambassador to help project the CPWF’s experience.   
To gain better access and profile in R4D debates globally, CPWF needs to find an individual who 
has credibility within these debates.   Program reviewers and consultants who know the CPWF well 
would be ideal, but it might also be recognized thought leaders who are associated with the program as 
stakeholders or partners.  Another alternative would be to use individuals who have acted as reviewers of 
the CPWF book – nobody will know the program better. The identified person could then target events 
and organizations important in the R4D debate (see earlier discussion on audiences for CPWF lessons).  
This might include

•	 Conferences	to	present	findings

•	 Research	groups,	universities	and	training	organizations	active	in	R4D	debates	to	present	finding,
 but also to highlight the richness of the CPWF experience for further research (see also   
 retrospective studies).  Giving short courses/ workshop / seminars on the CPWF experience  
 would also be an other alternative in a university setting

•	 Global,	regional	and	sub-regional	agricultural	research	organization	active	in	the	promotion	of		
 R4D.  

Think carefully about the title of the book and its main message as this will determine its power to leverage 
R4D lessons.
The CPWF book is a potentially critical vehicle for leveraging lessons from the program on R4D.  I would 
strongly encourage the program to be bold and pitch the main focus of the book towards an enquiry of 
how to practice research to enable innovation on water and food.  Much of the content is already pointed 
this direction.  However this focus needs to be made explicit in the introduction to the book and in the 
way some of the chapters are couched (see earlier discussion of the main lesson from the program the 
emphasis required in presenting these lessons).  A suitable title will be essential to communicate this focus.  
Suggestions for a title include:

Enabling innovation in water and food innovation.
Making research count in water and food innovation
Learning how to enable water and food innovation.
Lessons from working with complexity: How water and food innovation takes place.
The next frontier in water and food research: how to engage (scientists/ science) in change that makes a 
difference.
From polder to policy: Insights into conducting research at the interface of water and food.
Convening change: Framing water and food research for impact

And the list could go on.
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Identify a publication partner for the CPWF book and explore open access options.
Partnering with an other organization on a publication is a way of getting their buy in, distribution 
channels and networks.  For example GFAR showed interest in acting as the publisher for the recent 
book on capacity building for AR4D that I edited.  The attraction was that in addition to GFAR’s buy in 
and networks it would be a public goods, open access publication.  A partnership with FARA might also 
be considered. 

In	the	end	the	capacity	building	book	was	published	by	UNU-MERIT	in	the	innovation	studies	arena,		
but also allowed open access.  A grant from the donor (who insisted on open access) was used to distribute 
1000 to targeted individuals in the global  R4D / agricultural research  community (plus open access 
sources via the internet).  This proved to be a much more effective mode of distribution than using a 
commercial publisher where priced copies deter all but the most enthusiastic reader.  An open access 
publishing route does not have the academic prestige of commercial publisher, but my own experience 
suggest tells me that open access leads to better visibility and impact  (assignments, invitations to 
conferences and other opportunities to spread key messages).  To give an idea of cost: editing, design and 
layout cost US$ 20,000, printing cost US$ 3000 (in India) and distribution cost US$ 10,000 (postage 
packaging etc.)

Partner with academics to write papers on aspects of CPWF.   
Partnering with academics to write papers on CPWF is a way of packaging parts of the CPWF story in 
ways that fit on-going debates.  This would help raise the profile of the CPWF experience and help spread 
its key messages.  For example I would be willing to co-author a paper on aspects of the CPWF as part 
of a food security learning project I am part of with the Australian agencies. An indicative topic could be 
the tensions of multi-disciplinary perspectives in R4D.  One role of the R4D ambassador discussed above 
could be to identify other partnering opportunities of this sort.

Encourage retrospective studies of CPWF.
Retrospective studies of CPWF by academics would help bring the CPWF experience to wider debates.  
A useful way of doing this might be identify PhD scholars looking for case study material on innovation 
and institutional change.  This clearly has a longer time frame but will keep the CPWF story alive for 
longer.

8. Conclusions

In my view CPWF has been an important institutional innovation in international agricultural research.  
It holds a series of valuable insights and lessons that talk directly to many of the on-going debates and 
operational challenges in pursuing R4D.  The CPWF book is a key vehicle for capturing and promoting 
lessons, although other ways of documenting analysis, evidence and lessons would also be valuable.  Ways 
of leveraging lessons need to focus on both documented analysis and on experience and expertise held 
by CPWF personnel and its partners and these requires different modalities. Key modalities include 
commissioning a review the program, strengthening communities of practice on R4D and partnering 
with other R4D groups and possibly partnering on the publication of the CPWF book.  An overriding 
concern in leveraging these lessons is the need to find opportunities to make the CPWF story impinge on 
the organization and practice of the international agricultural research centers of the CGIAR.  It would 
be the ultimate irony if such an important set of lessons that have emerged within CGIAR were not able 
to influence it.
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Annex 1
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Annex 2

A brief introduction to R4D

Over the last half century agricultural research has been a key instrument in development practice 
and investment.  Over the years the demands made of research have expanded from a role of 
increasing food production to now include reducing poverty and inequity, improving food security 
and environmental sustainability.  The track record of research in contributing to these development 
agendas is rather mixed.  Certainly in the early years major productivity and food production break 
through where made.  This was particularly associated with cereal production and particularly in Asia 
– the so call Green Revolution. Yet elsewhere and particularly in sub-Saharan Africa progress was less 
promising.  The reasons for this are manifold, but in brief concern the complexity of the production 
and socio-economic and political environment in which change in agricultural practice is embedded.   

The last thirty years has seen both a growing critique of the ability of agricultural to deliver its 
promised contribution to the development agenda.  However it has also the emergence of a series of 
new approach to agricultural research that respond to this critique, notably farming systems research 
and participatory research and development methods.  R4D emerges from this on going search for 
more effective ways of using agricultural research, a search driven by both disappointing results from 
the past, but also driven by an ever more complex development agenda  

At its simplest, R4D is nothing other than a statement of intent.  That is to say that it is an expressed 
desire to conduct agricultural research not merely to produce new knowledge and ideas, but to do 
so in a way that makes sustainable and wide scale impacts in a developmental sense.  Over the last 
decade or so this statement of intent has started to take shape as a recognizable tradition of research 
practice  (a review of this history can be seen at Hall et al 2012).  This emergence from multiple 
sources or schools of practice has a number of implications.  

Firstly, there is no universal agreement on what constitutes an R4D approach with different groups 
of practitioners giving emphasis to different forms of practice:  For example some R4D practitioners 
who emerged from the farmer participatory research tradition continue to emphasis this aspect; some 
give emphasis to value chain approaches.   Others see this more in terms of a strategic planning and 
capacity development task, while other take inspiration from systems thinking and particularly the 
different schools of thought on how innovation can be enabled as a systemic phenomena.  

This emergence from practice has a second implication.  R4D doesn’t have a very strong or well 
articulated conceptual basis.  In other works there is no widely accepted framework that reveals the 
underpinning logic behind the approach to help practitioners make operational choices that would 
be consistent with that framework and logic.  Instead R4D is often articulated as a series of “touch 
stone” practices or tools – innovation platforms, reflective exercises, partnerships, participation, 
impact pathway analysis – with scant framing guidance on how these practices should be deployed in 
different circumstances or as a starting point for a wider process of change.

The third and more positive implication of emergence is that R4D has been able to borrow and adapt 
concepts and practices along the way.  This has been particularly helpful in the last decade because 
its has allowed the participatory ideas of the late 20th century to be supplemented by more explicit 
systems thinking and specifically with innovation system ideas.  These ideas are conceptually well 
founded and can be used to start and help guide practice and provide a convincing logic as to why 
“business as usual” is unlikely to deliver the results expected from agricultural research – and of 
course it provides a logic for alternative and more useful practices.
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What then constitutes an R4D approach, or more accurately, what are the key principles or underlying 
hypothesis?  These principles – in my view -- fall out of a contemporary understanding of innovation.  
This understanding has a number of strands.

The first concerns the concept of innovation itself. This is understood not as the creation of new 
technologies or ideas (this is invention), but as the wider process of change that encompasses both 
the production and creative use of ideas to achieve social and economic ends.  A new crop variety 
is an invention.  The adaptation of farm practice to used this variety, along with the changes in 
marketing systems needed to supply these seeds and sell the new crop, and perhaps the pricing policy 
changes needed to encourage this at scale constitute the innovation. A new plant breeding approach 
that accurately responds to farmers’ crop variety needs could also be part of this innovation.

The second concerns the nature of innovation.  As the example above reveals innovation often 
encompasses technical changes (new variety), institutional changes (habits, practices traditions, rules 
and norms in markets and in plant breeding research) and policy changes.  These are often discussed 
as different types of innovation, although it is their totality that has social and economic meaning. 
Usually these different types of innovation work together to allow new ideas (or combinations of new 
and existing ideas) to be put into use.  

The third concerns the process of innovation. Rather than being an expert driven process of 
transferring new ideas, innovation is now understood as an interactive process of learning (see annex 
3 on learning).  In plain language, different players in the innovation arena exchanging ideas and as a 
result adapt and master new ways of doing things.  This involves technological learning (for example, 
new ways of crop production) but also institutional learning (new ways of doing things, for example, 
in input and out put markets, but also in plant breeding) and policy learning (new policies to support 
innovation and distribute its benefits).  

The fourth concerns the dynamics of innovation.  Innovation is not a one off, static event.  Rather it 
is a dynamic process of continuous learning and change.  In part this results from the way players in 
an innovation arena respond to a continuous and unpredictable series of shocks and opportunities 
– changing markets, climatic conditions, technological opportunities, competition.  However 
this dynamic also results from innovation being and social process whereby in a well networked 
innovation arena the act of innovation allows players to continuously upgrade and improve the way 
they work and “do” innovation.  For example, good plant breeders are always learning new ways 
to improve their ability to respond to the needs of farmers – or at least they do in an ideal world.  
This dynamic process of continuous adaptation, learning and change reflects the systems nature of 
innovation with its multiple players, feedback loops and unpredictable future states.

The final point concerns the central role that policies and particularly institutions play in the 
innovation process.  It is now clear that institutions -- in the sense of the habits, practices, rules and 
norms  – are the key force that patterns the behavior of players in the innovation process.  Institutions 
shape how and with who players interact and share / exchange / access information; they shape how 
information is generated and validated; they shape how research priorities are set and how results 
are judged; they shape how players learn; and they provide the incentives and disincentives to the 
adaption of new habits and practices.  This notion of institutions is central R4D as R4D implies a new 
and different way of working and therefore understanding the institutional environment and finding 
ways to change it is key to the emergence and nurturing of R4D. 
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From this understanding of innovation a number of recognizable principle of R4D emerge.

Partnerships and the organization of multi-stakeholder processes.  Innovation requires interaction 
to share ideas, or at a simpler level to get user feedback into the innovation process.  This is not just 
about developing interaction between researchers and farmers, but about strengthening interaction 
and linkages among all players involved in innovation arenas and this includes the private sector and 
policy makers7.  Partnership is also an important tactic that R4D uses to address issues that sit across 
conventional sector and organizational boundaries -- for example food safety issues involve both 
agricultural and health dimensions and partnership is a way of bringing this wider group of players 
needed to enable innovation on such issues. Brokering and partnerships and convening platforms to 
enable multi-stakeholder process are a key task in R4D. 

Engagement with the institutional and policy environment for impact at scale.   Innovation involves 
policy and institutional change.  This is the enabling environment that allows change and innovation 
to happen and is often the central bottleneck in the agricultural innovation process.  Engagement 
with the policy and enabling environment is also a key way in which R4D addresses the issues of 
achieving development impacts at scale.  The logic is that strengthening the policy and institutional 
environment enables a wider process of innovation in sectors, regions and even countries that would 
not normally be achieved by conventional techno-centric projects.  For example, institutionalizing 
participatory crop improvement in a large public sector plant breeding organization such as that 
found in India would have much wider impacts than a techno-centric project that uses participatory 
crop improvement to develop a new variety and promote this variety.

Capacity building for sustainable impact.  A contemporary understanding of innovation as a systemic 
phenomenon redefines how the capacity to innovate is understood.  It suggests that capacity is not 
only the skills of individuals and capabilities of organizations, but also the architecture of linkages 
between different players, and the policy and institutional environment that enables interactive 
learning and innovation.  As already explained this architecture and the institutions that shape it  -- 
and shapes the way individuals and organizations work --  needs to continuously evolve in response 
to unpredictable shocks and opportunities.  R4D addresses sustainability by contributing to the 
strengthening of this innovation capacity in this total systems sense.  The logic is that promoting 
policy and institutional development that will allow the system to not only address the shocks and 
opportunities of today, but to help it continuously adapt to address the unpredictable shocks and 
challenges of the future.  

Learning based approaches.  Learning is central to the process of innovation as it embodies the 
process through which new behaviors and practices are developed and brought into use.  R4D deploys 
learning approaches in a number of ways.  In (1) an operational (monitoring) sense to explore how to 
navigate institutional environments – trying things out and seeing what works to help cope with a 
complex and unknown intervention environment; (2) in an evaluative sense of learning about which 
approaches to a particular problem set work and making judgments about the effectiveness of these 
in terms of outcomes and drawing lessons about this; (3) in a capacity development sense of learning 
about which approaches to learning about how to bring about change are most effective.  (Learning 
is a topic fraught with misleading and ambiguous language and separate note on learning in R4D 
projects is provided in Annex 2.) R4D addresses this learning agenda with (1) the adaption of a range 

7 By policy makers I mean bureaucrats and managers who allocate resources and design incentives and interventions 
either in national and sub national government ministries and departments or in implementation agencies – research and 
training organizations, banks and the corporate sector.  In ministries and department one of the key issues for R4D is to 
find ways to facilitate policy making processes that are inclusive of a wider range of stakeholders (including researchers) 
perspectives and aspirations – hence the emphasis on partnerships and multi-stakeholder processes
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of learning based monitoring and evaluation techniques (2) the use of multidisciplinary teams to bring 
analytical attention to the nature of the policy and institutional environment.  (3) The use of a range 
of techniques to extract lessons from practice, these techniques include research on the innovation 
process, impact evaluation techniques as well reflexive learning techniques, story telling and the 
development of institutional histories  

These principles can largely be seen in the way that CPWF defines R4D

“An engagement process for understanding and addressing development challenges defined with 
stakeholders. Stakeholders are champions and partners in the research process as well as the change 
it aims to bring about.” 

 I would add to this……..”And continuously learning how to do this” as this is implicit in the efforts 
that CPWF has made to support learning.
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Annex 3

Why learning is important in R4D
R4D suggests that in order for agricultural research to effectively contribute to innovation and 
development it needs to be reframed as an activity that bundles together different sorts of research 
and bundles together research with entrepreneurial activity and activities that build capacity by 
stimulating organizational, institutional and policy change.  This however leaves open the question of 
how one organizes these different activities, organizations and processes in such a way that research 
plays a valuable role in development. Surely it can’t be the same in different countries or subsectors 
or under different stages of social and market development? The answer is we don’t know how to 
organize this, at least not in a specific sense, and this has to be worked out and learnt on a case-by-
case basis. The implication of this is that the R4D must have a way of framing this learning.  

If this sounds rather abstract, it is useful to start by thinking about the more familiar form of learning 
— the technology development process. A new technology is developed through both a structured 
learning process (scientific research) and through a learning-by-doing process (adaptation and 
practice) — the latter often generates questions for the former to address. The power of scientific 
research is that over time its practice has learnt increasingly effective ways of problem solving and 
discovery. This is backed up by communities of research scientists sharing both analyses and — of 
equal importance — methodological breakthroughs. In other words there is a continuous process of 
learning how to do scientific research better. 

To take the argument further, just as we don’t know how to organize for innovation and development, 
we never know the technological answer to a problem in advance. However, we know how to produce 
this answer because we have a learning tool called scientific research. And this has a third learning 
loop that builds the capacity of scientific research as it goes along — the first loop solves the problem, 
the second loop improves methods to solve problems and the third loops improves how science is 
organized to develop and share improved methods and hence solve problems. 

Learning how to use research for development
This same argument holds true for the question of how we organize so that scientific research can 
play a valuable role in development. We don’t know how to do it, so what is required is a process that 
involves these three loops of learning. In practice this is completely analogous to the way scientific 
research works. It requires communities of researchers and development practitioners (in the widest 
sense) sharing analyses and methodological breakthroughs from both research and practice and 
continuously learning how to do research for development better. The only difference is that because 
we are bundling together research (of different sorts) and development and entrepreneurial activity, 
it is much more complicated. For example, the learning community (or communities) will involve 
researchers, technology users (from farmers to policy makers), development organizations and market 
players and unlike the scientific research community there are no traditions, rules or structures that 
frame how this learning should take place. 

What is therefore required is an approach that frames this sort of triple loop learning and capacity 
building. This learning is, therefore, a critical dimension of helping address the issue of making better 
use of research for development. What might this look like in practice?

Loop 1: Communities or networks of researchers, research users and development organizations 
engaging in the resolution of technical, institutional and policy dimensions of a particular problem 
set or opportunities 
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Main activities: Market and development interventions supported by research and learning by doing  
Operational focus: Projects

Loop 2: Communities or networks of researchers, research users and development organizations 
developing and sharing lessons on how to engage in the resolution of technical, institutional and 
policy dimensions of particular problem sets or opportunities  
Main activities: Reflective learning supported by research, monitoring and evaluation and knowledge 
management 
Operational focus: Portfolios of programs or projects

Loop 3: Apex bodies of communities or networks of researchers, research users and development 
organizations developing and sharing lessons on how to strengthen the process through which Loop 
2 lessons are developed and shared
Main activities: Research on learning management and knowledge management   
Operational focus: National, regional or international coordinating bodies

Integrating Different Types of Research and Action and Integrating Different Types of Learning 
To summarize the above, the ambition to use research for development better requires a framework 
that helps with two types of integration. The first concerns the integration of research (of different 
types) with market and capacity development/ development activities. The second concerns 
integrating different forms of learning so that there is a continuous process of strengthening the 
capacity to use research for development. 
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Annex 4

Indicative TORS  for CPWF evaluation

A review / evaluation of the CPWF should include the following terms of reference.  

Background.

CPWF has been a 10 year investment by the CGIAR aimed at exploring ways of addressing agricultural 
productivity, environmental sustainability, food security and livelihoods concerns that sit at the 
complex interface of water and food research, practice and policies.  Not only did the CPWF seek to 
achieve progress in addressing these concerns,  it was also sought to pilot new ways of using research 
to achieve impacts.  At its inception an explicit aim of CPWF was that it would act as a vehicle to 
influence the wider CGIAR in the way it deployed research for impact in complex development 
domains.

The progam has generated considerable evidence that suggests that through its research and 
associated activities, tangible outcomes in water management and food security have been achieved.  
In addition, in its second phase CPWF has developed a series of institutional innovations in the way it 
conducts its research.  These innovations focused on framing its research with an analysis of impact 
pathways and a proactive engagement through dialogue and partnership with key stakeholders 
and change agents in these pathways.  CPWF refers to this as an R4D approach.  The program has 
generated evidence that suggests that this R4D approach has allowed it to achieve tangible outcome 
that would not otherwise have resulted from conventionally framed research.

The focus of this review / evaluation is three fold.  (these broadly follow the DAC development 
evaluation criteria)

Firstly to provide an independent assessment of the outcomes (what it delivered) and  impacts  (on 
livelihoods, food security etc) of the program and to judge the scale, targeting (men/ women / 
different classes of stakeholder) and sustainability of these impacts after the closure of the program.  

Secondly, to explore the effectiveness program and particularly of the R4D approach in achieving 
these outcomes and impacts and drawing lessons for future program design and more generally for 
the use of agricultural research in complex  development domains.

And thirdly to explore and draw lessons about the effectiveness of the challenge program model as 
a way of developing and piloting more impactful modes of agricultural research.  In particular the 
effectiveness of such programs to act as a vehicle to influence the way the CGIAR deploys research  in 
complex development domains  and the lessons this may hold for the CGIAR CRP’s and the on-going 
process of reform in the CGIAR.

Key expertise required  (names are a bit thin  and need a north south balance)

1.Team leader: An evaluation specialist with specific experience in the evaluation of international 
agricultural research  and capacity building programs. 
Suggestions:  Dough Horton,  John Lynam  (could probably be more creative here,  but Doug is a must 
in some role in a review like this.
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2.  Water and food specialist.  A researcher or practitioner with specific experience of the range of 
research, practice and policy issues at the water and food interface
Suggestion: an authority identified by CPWF  WLE

3.  Impact assessment specialist.  An evaluator with specific expertise in both quantitative and 
qualitative impact assessment techniques.
Suggestions:  many from the consulting world.  Howard Whites 3IE group would be a starting point 

4. An R4D specialist.  A researcher or practitioner with specific expertise in the design and 
implementation of research programs that seek to use research for developmental purposes.  
Familiarity with the CGIAR and issues related to institutional learning and change.
Suggestions: Adiel Mbabu, John Lynam, Doug Horton, Elon Gilbert



Mailing address:
CGIAR Challenge Program 
on Water and Food
P.O. Box 2075,127 Sunil Mawatha
Pelawatta, Battaramulla, Sri Lanka
T: +94 11 288 0143
F: +94 11 278 4083
E: cpwfsecretariat@cgiar.org 

About CPWF
The CGIAR Challenge Program on Water and Food was launched in 2002. CPWF aims to 
increase the resilience of social and ecological systems through better water management 
for food production (crops, fisheries and livestock). CPWF currently works in six river basins 
globally: Andes, Ganges, Limpopo, Mekong, Nile and Volta.

CPWF is a member of the CGIAR Water, Land and Ecosystems Research Program. The program 
focuses on the three critical issues of water scarcity, land degradation and ecosystem services, 
as well as sustainable natural resource management. CGIAR is a global agriculture research 
partnership for a food secure future. Its science is carried out by the 15 research centers who 
are members of the CGIAR Consortium in collaboration with hundreds of partner organizations. 

www.cgiar.org     www.waterandfood.org
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