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Systems research in the CGIAR as a multi-
dimensional arena of struggle 

§ Context: ongoing CGIAR Reform – first round 
Consortium Research Programmes (CRPs) 2009-2015 

§ Many linkages with ‘Contested Agronomy’ issues: 

● demand-led rhetoric and aspirations 
●  reduced role state: public-private partnerships 
● accountability through New Public Management 
● balancing ‘upstream’ – ‘downstream’ research 
● new spaces for interaction 



The legitimation of ‘systems research’ as a 
space for interaction 
 
§ A need for ‘Systems CRPs’ besides ‘Commodity CRPs’ 

● Smallholders grow many crops 
●  Importance crop – livestock interaction 
●  Livelihoods include non-agricultural activity 
● Trade-offs between production / sustainability goals 

§ Ignoring such complexity leads to promotion of 
inadequate solutions 



Some areas of contestation in actual practice 
(based on 3,5 years participant observation) 

§ 1. Competing or co-existing types of systems thinking 

§ 2. The struggle for ‘Capacity to Innovate’ as an IDO in 
the Strategic Results Framework 

§ 3. Place-based paralysis and the struggle for control over 
financial/human resources 

§ 4. The eventual demise of the systems CRPs 



1. Researchers talk about different systems 

§ Cropping systems 

§ Livestock systems 

§ Farming systems 

§ Livelihood systems 

§ Agricultural systems 

§ Land-use systems 

§ National systems 

§ Global systems 

§ Innovation systems 



1. And researchers talk about systems (and 
how they change) differently. 

§ Systems seen as: 

§ ‘Machines’ 

§ ‘Organisms’ 

§ ‘Meanings’ 

§ ‘Psychic prisons’ 

§ ‘Arenas of struggle’ 

§ ‘Rules’ 

§ ‘Self-organising’ 

 

§ Change strategy: 

§ Optimise towards a goal 

§ Re-balance and adapt 

§ Dialogue, learning, agreement 

§ Shock therapy 

§ Coalition building, competition 

§ Change incentives 

§ Capitalise on coinciding trends 
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2. The struggle for ‘Capacity to Innovate’ as 
an IDO in the Strategic Results Framework 
 



Operationalisation of SLOs (associated with self-
defeating & virtual reality reporting systems) 







2. The struggle for ‘Capacity to Innovate’ as 
an IDO in the Strategic Results Framework 
§ The ‘systems research’ community emphasized: 

● Research as a vehicle for collaboration, learning and 
coalition formation  

● Research as a leverage for change in systems 

● Need for capacity development within the CGIAR 

● Research in development instead of for 
development  (Penang workshop; Coe et al., 
2014) 

  



2. Absent in the eventual framing of ‘capacity 
development’ and ‘policies and institutions’ 

§ In supporting text: emphasis on technical capacities 
(e.g. data management, ICT, landscape analysis) 



3. Place-based paralysis and the struggle for 
control over financial/human resources 
 § Systems research requires bringing together expertise 

from different Centres in a specific context 

● Around R4D platforms and Action Area coordinators 

§ Extremely difficult to arrange on CRP funding 

● Financial means are controlled by the Centres, not 
by the CRP director or Action Area coordinators 

● Adapted financial arrangement introduced too late 



4. The eventual demise of the systems CRPs at 
the CGIAR DGs meeting, Windsor, May 2015 
 
§ Pressure to reduce number of CRPs (15 to 8) 

§ Only the three systems CRPs cancelled 

● Commodity programmes re-labelled: ‘Agro-Food 
System Programs’ 

●  ‘Site-integration plans’ (without budget) 

● Failed attempt by Consortium Board to restore 
‘systems’ programs in October 2015 



The eventual demise of the systems CRPs at 
the CGIAR DGs meeting, Windsor, May 2015 

§ The dominant criticism: 

§ (a) ‘insufficiently clear and distinct from other programs’ 

§ (b) ‘insufficient demonstration of impact and added value’ 

§ (c) ‘the contextual approach duplicates and competes with 
what NGOs and NARES should do’ 

● and does not lead to ‘international public goods’. 



Areas of contestation constructed in competing 
discourses on place-based research 



A discussion that did not take place in the 
past 3.5 years: 

 
§ What precisely counts as an ‘international public good’? 

§ Can IPGs be produced in contextual place-based 
research? 

§ Isn’t all research somehow place-based and contextual? 
How relevant is the default context? 

§ Can/should we broaden the notion of IPGs? 



Bridging the divide through a broadening 
of the idea of IPGs? 

§ For example: 

§ From: “products, goods, methods, services, software, 
knowledge, etc. freely available for use by all”  (CGIAR, 
2011) 

§ To: “.... that add value to what national researchers and 
stakeholders can contribute and bring in” 



Conclusion 

§ Political dimensions largely ignored in systems research 

§ But: A lot of politics surrounding systems research: 
programs under siege from (or before) the start 

§ These politics (and admin) distracted from essential 
discussions 
●  the nature of systems  
●  the type of systems research needed 
●  the value of place-based research 
●  the notion of IPGs 
● appropriate funding/governance arrangements 



Thank you for 
your attention! 



Type of system research needed (Leeuwis 
& Wigboldus, 2016) 

§ Describing the complexity in systems? 

§ Systemic evaluation of (experiments with) technical and 
institutional options?  



Areas of contestation constructed in competing 
discourse coalitions on place-based research 


