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The classical model versus the knowledge sharing approach
The classical model. In the “classical model” of university research, the final result of 
research is publication in a peer-reviewed journal. Impact is measured primarily by 
the number of times a publication is cited by other researchers. A simple indicator of 
impact is the impact factor of a specific journal, which indicates the average number 
of times a publication in that journal gets cited. In this model, the performance of a 
researcher – and the suitability of individuals for research management – can be 
assessed from her or his publication record. The performance of a research institute 
can be derived from the average record of its researchers. It is the model that has 
given rise to a culture of “publish or perish”.

In this classical model, sharing the knowledge created through the research is a post-
research function, for which third parties (such as extension services) are responsible. 
The model is more suitable for deep specialization along disciplinary lines than for 
multi-disciplinary research. Assessment of the impact of research is seen as a separate 
function carried out by specialists, not the researchers.

The communication model. While publication in specialized scientific journals may 
be a necessary indicator of research quality, it is recognized by many as insufficient to 
enable adoption of research results. In response, many research institutes have 
developed mechanisms for “communication” of their results, and have engaged in 
training and capacity building. In this “communication model”, training and 
communication are seen as a responsibility of the research institute, but are generally 
still a post-research function from the perspective of the researcher, carried out by 
different people.

The knowledge sharing model. Explicitly recognizing the role that different actors, 
from researchers to intermediaries to users, play in both the generation and sharing of 
knowledge leads to a consideration of knowledge systems or innovation systems, in 
what is here called the “knowledge sharing model”. In this model, sharing of 
knowledge becomes part and parcel of the research process and is seen as a two-way 
flow of scientific and local or indigenous knowledge. It is an inclusive approach, 
involving all actors, organizations and networks. Knowledge sharing is integrated into 
research design. Monitoring and evaluation of knowledge sharing, research outcomes 
and impacts becomes a responsibility of the research team.

The above three “models” are, of course, simplified abstractions of a more complex 
reality. Most institutions are likely to be situated along a continuum between the 
classical and the knowledge sharing models. There is a very strong debate, however, 
between the proponents of the different models. In the evaluation of the performance 
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of CGIAR research institutes, for example, there is a clear trend towards increased 
emphasis on the importance of publication in peer-reviewed journals with high impact 
factors. Researchers in some NARES are also evaluated virtually on the basis of their 
publication record. At the same time, there is a profusion of initiatives that aim to 
increase the adoption rates and impact of innovations, often through new approaches 
that emphasize knowledge or innovation systems, learning organizations and learning 
alliances, and a host of approaches for sharing knowledge.

This paper is intended to open up the discussion on some of the key factors related to 
scaling up innovative approaches in agricultural research: (1) the role of 
intermediaries, such as extension services; (2) success factors in scaling up and out; 
(3) designing, monitoring and evaluating for inclusive innovation; (4) determinants of 
effective partnerships; and (5) the role of indigenous knowledge.

Agricultural Research for Development
Until recently, reducing poverty was a secondary goal of agricultural research 
(Meinzen-Dick et al., 2005). The primary focus was on increasing food supplies and 
reducing food prices. To achieve the, now primary, goal of agricultural research for 
development to benefit the poor, we must understand how agricultural technologies 
influence socio-economic conditions and vice versa, and we must strengthen our 
ability to identify and measure poverty (Meinzen-Dick et al., 2005).

Research usually impacts on the lives of poor people through highly complex, 
dynamic and interactive processes involving many different factors and actors in 
addition to agricultural research (EIARD, 2003). The path from research to 
development is long and winding and it is very difficult to attribute development 
impacts to research outputs unambiguously or unchallenged by rival models of 
causation (EIARD, 2003; Earl et al., 2001).

Röling (1992) defined an agricultural knowledge and information system as “the 
articulated set of actors, networks and/or organizations, expected or managed to 
work synergistically to support knowledge processes which improve the 
correspondence between knowledge and environment, and/or the control provided 
through technology use in a given domain of human activity”.

A key challenge in the knowledge sharing approach is how to enable both formal 
scientific knowledge and indigenous or local knowledge to contribute optimally to 
poverty reduction. A key conclusion from a World Bank analysis of 60 cases where 
indigenous practices were successfully enriching the development process was that a 
key success factor was the willingness of decision-makers, development partners (and 
researchers) to learn from local communities and to help them shape their 
development (and research) agenda (World Bank, 2004).

Assessing Outputs, Outcomes and Impacts
Recognizing that it is difficult to link research activities directly to “development 
impacts”, in the sense of significant and lasting changes in the well-being of large 
numbers of intended beneficiaries, many find the idea of an impact pathway 
intuitively appealing. 
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An impact pathway describes the series of changes that link research inputs to 
research outputs and, via a series of intermediate outcomes, eventually to 
development impacts. Research teams can explore alternative impact pathways during 
research design stages and define the outcome that is the furthest down the impact 
pathway for which they can agree to be held accountable. 

Various methods have been developed to help research teams design research to 
achieve meaningful outcomes, and monitor and evaluate their progress during 
research implementation (Earl et al., 2001; Ramalingam, 2006). Outcome Mapping, 
for example, focuses on outcomes as behavioural changes of the boundary partners of 
the research team – those individuals, groups or organizations with whom a research 
project interacts directly and with whom opportunities for influence are anticipated 
(Earl et al., 2001). Most Significant Change is a form of participatory monitoring and 
evaluation that focuses on the collection of significant change stories as indicators of 
“outcomes” (Ramalingam, 2006).

“Outcome Contracting”
A key question posed in this paper is whether agricultural research organizations are 
ready to: (1) engage, with their partners, intermediaries and the end users, in a process 
to define the impact pathway; (2) establish the outcome furthest down the impact 
pathway that they can be held accountable for; and (3) be willing to enter into 
performance contracts where research funding is (at least in part) dependent on 
whether the outcomes are achieved, i.e. outcome contracting. Outcome contracting is 
suggested here as a model for funding agricultural research that is performance based, 
while leaving a large share of the responsibility for the design and implementation of 
the research projects and programs to the researchers and their (boundary) partners. 

In terms of the traditional funding models defined as core or unrestricted support 
versus restricted project support, outcome contracting could provide donors with a 
higher level of accountability than with unrestricted support, but lower transaction 
costs than with restricted projects. Outcome contracting could provide research 
organizations and their partners with a higher level of control over research design 
and implementation than with restricted projects, though with a higher level of 
accountability than with unrestricted support.

To implement outcome contracting it would be helpful, and probably necessary, to 
adopt a conceptual framework that is explicitly based on a knowledge sharing 
approach. An approach where international research centers, their national partners as 
well as their partners further upstream (such as highly specialized universities in 
developed countries) and downstream (e.g. community based organizations) in the 
impact pathway engage in a research design that adopts knowledge sharing as an 
explicit goal throughout the research process. This paper argues that there are a range 
of methods and approaches that have been developed – and in many cases tested out 
recently – to support the necessary evolution towards outcome contracting. 

Knowledge Sharing in Learning Organizations
In the CGIAR, the Science Council is promoting the development of “outcomes” as 
the key indicators to evaluate the performance of CGIAR centers (even though the 
current system for center performance assessment counts about one hundred 
indicators). Centers specify between 50 and 150 “outcomes” they expect to achieve in 
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a given calendar year in their three-year rolling medium term plans, and report on the 
achievement of these outcomes in the following year. These outcomes, once they have 
achieved a certain level of maturity in their ability to describe research performance, 
could be the basis for a system of outcome contracting.

Many international development organizations are in the process of developing 
approaches to promote knowledge sharing as reported in Hewlitt et al. (2005). Some 
initiatives focus on institutional learning and change to promote critical reflection and 
improved ways of working (such as the ILAC Initiative of the CGIAR www.cgiar-
ilac.org). Others promote learning from experiments with knowledge sharing 
approaches in research projects, such as the KS-in-Research Pilot Project supported 
by the CGIAR’s ICT-KM program www.ks-cgiar.org (Russell and Staiger-Rivas, 
2005). In practice there is a wide variety in approaches that ranges from the classical 
model of research, still seen as the most effective by many, to projects experimenting 
with a host of KS approaches. This appears to be a good time to discuss the relative 
merits of, and experiences with, these approaches in order to see whether and how 
they should become part and parcel of the standard processes in agricultural research 
for development.

Position Statements
The following statements are positions the authors offer for discussion:

• The “classical model” for research over-emphasizes the importance of peer 
reviewed journal publications, to the detriment of multi-disciplinary and 
participatory approaches to innovation.

• Research institutes such as the CGIAR centers should be in the knowledge 
business, i.e. they should not only do research, or generate knowledge, but 
also develop other knowledge roles such as knowledge sharing, knowledge 
brokering and knowledge use.

• Research funders and research institutes should explore outcome contracting 
as a performance-based form of funding that combines accountability for 
outcomes with freedom to operate for researchers.

• Knowledge Sharing approaches such as “Learning Alliances” (Moriarty et al., 
2005) offer opportunities for development of more effective research 
partnerships and for blending scientific and indigenous knowledge.
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