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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 

Background and methodology  

The Institute of Natural Resources NPC (INR), representing the Global Prolinnova network, 

was appointed by the Global Forum on Agricultural Research and Innovation (GFAR) hosted 

by the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO) to carry out a survey 

on local innovation. 

Prolinnova is a global network that promotes local innovation in ecologically oriented 

agriculture and natural resource management. Besides supporting local innovation by 

farmers, the network encourages the use of various participatory approaches that involve 

farmers as contributors to the innovation process, rather than being passive recipients. 

Prolinnova is a multistakeholder network and its members represent the different actors and 

constituencies of agricultural innovation systems (AISs). 

As a follow-up to the survey on innovation involving FAO staff and consultants in 2022, GFAR, 

in collaboration with Prolinnova and in agreement with the Office of Innovation in FAO (OIN), 

decided to administer a modified version of the same survey, broadening the respondent 

population beyond FAO staff and consultants, with two purposes: i) to better inform GFAR 

constituencies of the types of innovation (both processes and products ) that can emerge 

when farmers are squarely placed at the centre of the process, with a view to better understand 

the implications for providing appropriate support to them as a key contribution to pro-poor 

transformation of AISs; and ii) to offer to the FAO Science and Innovation Strategy (in the 

making) up-to-date and hands-on information on a particular, relevant area of farmer-centric 

innovation that may deserve adequate consideration in the document.   

The original FAO questionnaire was adapted and was then circulated throughout the 

Prolinnova network using coordinators of Country Platforms, Subregional Coordinators and 

various email groups. The completed forms, which covered 27 countries, were then captured 

to allow for analysis of the results. From approximately 800 members of the Prolinnova 

network, a total of 106 responses were obtained. 

Results 

The concept of innovation 

In terms of characteristics of the respondents, 64% were men and the majority (42%) worked 

for NGOs. Regarding their understanding of the concept of innovation, 56% saw innovation 

as a process, rather than a product, an idea or an invention. The majority of respondents said 

that “innovation was driven by need” when presented with a number of statements about 

innovation to select from. When presented with terms that they associated with innovation, 

and allowed to make multiple selections, the one most frequently selected was “local 

knowledge and know-how”, selected by approximately 85% of respondents, followed by 

“adaptation” (selected by ~65%) and “science and technology” (selected by ~55%). 

Approximately two-thirds of the respondents believe that “innovations are always beneficial”, 

and 84% of respondents indicated that innovations cannot just be transferred from one context 

to another. Innovations are recognised as being novel, but only 2% of respondents thought 

they had to be “new in the world”, which could be called inventions. Most respondents (~80%) 

indicated that they should only be new to the context in which they are introduced, and 

approximately 40% said that the innovation was likely to bring about incremental changes, 
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while only 2% felt that it would bring about radical/disruptive changes. The majority (almost 

60%) felt that it could include both types of changes.   

Contribution of knowledge to innovation 

Another element considered was the types of knowledge that contribute to innovation. 

Considering all responses provided, 44% of these were for “knowledge – being actionable 

information that aids decision-making”, rather than wisdom (25%), information (20%) or data 

(11%). To further explore perceptions about relevant knowledge sources for innovation, 

respondents were asked to score the importance of codified, scientific technical knowledge – 

the most frequently given score was a 4 out of 5. More than 50% of the respondents saw 

informal processes of learning and experience-based know-how as being highly important 

(giving it a score of 5). 

The need for organisations to support innovation 

When respondents were asked to select the statements that best reflected the importance of 

innovation for organisations supporting agricultural development, it became clear that this was 

certainly not because “there is interest in innovation amongst key funders and decision-making 

structures”, but rather because innovation is a way of addressing the challenge that solutions 

do not work everywhere and that capacity to innovate is key for local adaptation. When the 

responses were disaggregated by organisation, the most common response for those 

respondents from “education”, “government”, “private sector” and “NGOs” was that innovation 

is important because the same solution does not work everywhere and thus innovation allows 

for local adaptation. Interestingly, this option was not selected at all by the respondents from 

farmer associations and was less frequently selected by members of community-based 

organisations. 

Innovation for sustainable agrifood systems 

Considering different aspects of agrifood systems, respondents were asked to select the area 

where they felt there was the greatest need to innovate (i.e. do things differently). The area 

that was most frequently selected was “sustainable management of natural resources”. Given 

that Prolinnova promotes innovation related to ecologically oriented agriculture and natural 

resource management, this is reflective of network priorities. Respondents were also asked 

about the types of innovation that are most relevant for building sustainable agri-food system, 

and were allowed to select multiple responses. While technological innovation was selected 

by approximately 70% of respondents, institutional and social innovation were also strongly 

recognised as being the most relevant forms of innovation required for building sustainable 

agri-food systems, mentioned by approximately 60% and 50%, respectively. These are 

aspects that are often neglected by formal research organisations. When asked which actors 

play the most important role in innovation in agrifood systems, the option selected most 

frequently was “research organisations and universities”, which comprised almost 60% of all 

responses, followed by the farmer category (including farmers, fisherfolk, pastoralists, 

livestock herders, indigenous people and CBOs), which comprised only around 20% of all 

responses. This was an unexpected result, given the guiding principles of the network. 

Innovation within development organisations 

The respondents felt it was most important to “create safe spaces for staff to innovate and 

experiment” in order to support innovation within organisations. This is, in turn, the ethos that 

also provides a safe space within which farmers are encouraged to innovate and experiment. 

“Better coordination and collaboration across the organisation” is another factor that was 

recognised as important by respondents. Innovativeness within organisations that support 
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agricultural development was further explored by asking respondents to select factors 

(knowledge, people, rules & processes, ways of working, or other) that encourage or facilitate 

innovativeness. By far, there is a perception amongst the respondents that it is the people in 

the organisation that have the largest impact on achieving innovativeness within an 

organisation (specifically, how they are motivated within the organisational setting to explore 

new ideas and experiment with new approaches).  

Best bets for innovation 

In terms of areas where respondents felt that change and innovation were required, the option 

most frequently selected was “to strengthen local and national capacities to innovate”, which 

comprised approximately 30% of responses. Another area where innovation was perceived to 

be necessary was in strengthening of markets (comprising ~18% of responses). Areas that 

received substantially less interest were “One Health” (with which many of the respondents 

may not be familiar) and “biotechnologies”, which may have been perceived by many as 

referring to genetically modified organisms. 

Local innovation and farmer-led joint innovation 

This section was specific to the Prolinnova-GFAR survey, and the questions had not been 

included in the initial FAO survey. The questions relate to concepts that are strongly promoted 

by the Prolinnova network. There were varied perceptions regarding the factors that stimulate 

innovation, but that which ranked highest was “a need for food security”, followed by “a need 

for increased production”. 

Respondents were asked to share their perceptions regarding the roles that small-scale 

farmers play in the innovation process. The responses reflected Prolinnova guiding principles 

clearly, with the two most prominent responses being to “develop their own innovations” and 

“to work with other actors to develop innovations”, with the option that received the least 

responses (other than “other”) being “evaluating externally-derived innovations”. This 

demonstrates that members of the Prolinnova network favour supporting local innovation 

processes rather than introducing ideas and technologies from outside.  

When asked what support was required for farmer-led innovation development, the majority 

of respondents indicated that participatory multistakeholder or joint stakeholder approaches 

are the most important forms of support required, rather than financial or technical support. 

When looking at the responses disaggregated by organisation type, it is interesting to note 

that this was the case for all categories except “farmers association”, where financial support 

and technical inputs were identified as slightly higher needs. This could be because they are 

more conscious of their resource limitations.  

Roles of actors supporting local innovation processes 

The survey explored the types of roles that external agents can play to support local innovation 

processes. The role most frequently selected was to “improve local innovations jointly with 

farmers”, which was selected as an option by more than 70% of respondents.  Again, this 

reflects the priorities of the Prolinnova network. 

Respondents were also asked to select which actors they thought were most important for 

supporting innovation and joint experimentation. There were three groups that were selected 

most frequently, namely (1) agricultural advisory services/development agents, (2) farmer 

organisation staff and members, and (3) researchers. 
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Importance of farmer-led joint innovation 

The respondents were also asked to select options that reflected why farmer-led joint 

experimentation or innovation is important. The two options most frequently selected were (1) 

to combine different sources of knowledge, and (2) to develop locally appropriate solutions to 

the challenges that farmers face. 

Synopsis of respondents’ final thoughts 

In the survey, there was an opportunity for respondents to share some final thoughts related 

to innovation. Some of the comments that clearly reflect the guiding principles of Prolinnova 

include: (1) “Innovations must be practical and driven by local needs, and their development 

requires sufficient funding”; (2) “Farmer-led joint experimentation, which involves multiple 

actors, is key to developing locally appropriate solutions, and critical to address systemic 

challenges in the agrifood systems”; (3) “Individual farmers’ as well as communities’ capacity 

to experiment, innovate and adapt to change should be developed. We need to give emphasis 

to the end products or results of supporting local innovation and demonstrate to farmers that 

it has tangible benefits”; (4) “Local financing mechanisms that absorb risk are needed to drive 

innovation in the face of uncertainty”; and (5) “We need evidence that innovations have 

contributed substantially to improving the means and living conditions of small-scale family 

farmers in a particular locality, as this will justify the collaboration of farmers with other actors”. 

Comparison with FAO results 

A comparison between the FAO and the Prolinnova-GFAR survey results shows that there 

exist both commonalities and divergence in the responses to the survey questions. For 

example, in both survey populations, most respondents perceived innovation as a process, 

with fewer perceiving innovation to be an idea or an invention, and almost all FAO and 

Prolinnova-GFAR respondents indicating that an innovation cannot be transferred effectively 

from one context to another. 

In terms of knowledge types relevant for innovation, both groups of respondents valued 

“knowledge (actionable information that aids decision-making). However, while FAO 

respondents placed fairly equal values on other types of knowledge (data, information and 

wisdom), the Prolinnova-GFAR respondents also gave substantial value to “wisdom”, which 

we can perhaps assume refers to the wisdom held within communities. 

In terms of perceptions regarding areas where innovation is required (i.e. things need to be 

done differently), the majority of respondents in both groups selected “sustainable 

management of natural resources”. 

Divergence was noted regarding the selection of statements related to innovation, where the 

majority of Prolinnova-GFAR respondents chose “innovation is driven by need” (which was an 

added option in the P-GFAR survey), followed by “family farmers are the most important 

innovators in agriculture”. There was very little selection of the option “innovation brings 

progress”. With the FAO respondents, a few selected the statement that “family farmers are 

the most important innovators in agriculture”, but the majority, approximately 60%, selected 

the statement “innovation brings progress”.   

Similarly, when considering the alignment of various terms with innovation, more than 80% of 

the Prolinnova-GFAR respondents selected “local knowledge and know-how” (see Figure 5), 

while this option was selected by only around 50% of FAO respondents. In contrast, more than 

70% of the FAO respondents selected “science and technology”, while this option was 

selected by only about 55% of Prolinnova-GFAR respondents. There were some options 
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where there was closer alignment between the perceptions of the Prolinnova-GFAR 

respondents and the FAO respondents, in particular “adaptation”, which was selected by 

approximately 50% of the FAO respondents and approximately 60% of the Prolinnova-GFAR 

respondents.  

Regarding the importance of innovation for organisations that support agricultural 

development (and FAO in particular), while 55% of the Prolinnova-GFAR respondents 

selected the option that “in agrifood systems the same solution does not work everywhere so 

the capacity to innovate is key for local adaptation”, while the FAO respondents’ view was 

more spread across three options, of which “innovation is the key to creating sustainable 

agrifood systems and ending hunger” obtained the most (35%) of all responses. Once again, 

the results demonstrate that within the Prolinnova network, innovation is seen as a key 

mechanism to allow for adaptation. 

Conclusions 

A number of clear conclusions could be drawn from the survey. Regarding their understanding 

of the concept of (local) innovation, most Prolinnova-GFAR respondents saw innovation as a 

process that has outcomes, which are the innovations.  A key element of local innovation is 

that is not limited to technical solutions. Respondents clearly confirmed that social and 

institutional innovations are also important for building sustainable agrifood systems.  

The results of the Prolinnova-GFAR survey support the perception that innovation by farmers 

allows them to adapt to change and to challenges that they encounter. When respondents 

were asked to select terms that they associate with innovation, “adaptation” was the second 

most frequently selected option. The role that innovation plays in supporting adaptation was 

also reflected in the options selected in terms of reasons why farmer-led joint experimentation 

/ innovation is important, in particular, the option “to develop locally appropriate solutions to 

farmers’ challenges”. 

Innovation is not something that relates only to the development context in which organisations 

work, it also relates to the organisations themselves. It allows them to adapt to changes that 

they encounter. Organisations also need to decide on the areas in which they wish to support 

innovation, where they think change is most needed to build sustainable agrifood systems. 

From the Prolinnova-GFAR survey, the area that respondents found to be most important was 

strengthening of local and national capacities to innovate, rather than focusing on a specific 

topic.  

To conclude, what is very clear from the results of the Prolinnova-GFAR survey is that the 

principles and values that define the Prolinnova network are strongly reflected in perceptions 

expressed by the respondents. The respondents, who represent a range of stakeholders that 

play a role within AISs, clearly demonstrated that they recognise that innovativeness is 

necessary for adaptation to challenges, including climate change, and that external agents 

need to work with local innovators to find solutions to these challenges.  

Recommendations 

Emerging from the outcomes of the survey, which are largely supported by the “final 

comments” that were provided by respondents, a set of recommendations has been derived 

for key stakeholder groups towards supporting local innovation and joint innovation processes.  

Firstly, there are recommendations related to advocacy, which are aimed at organisations 

that influence the programmes and policies of government departments, donors and so on: 
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• Identify programmes and policies that need to be revised to accommodate and 

encourage local innovation and Participatory Innovation Development (PID). 

• Encourage donors to allow for research agendas to be driven by what farmers are 

already trying to do to solve their challenges.  

• Support participatory farmer-led multistakeholder / joint innovation approaches. 

• Funding can be put in the hands of farmers to support local innovation, allowing them 

to define the agenda. 

• Development policies and programmes of donors should not focus only on high-tech 

innovations, as many are not appropriate for small-scale family farmers. 

• Donors need to consider how to reduce the risk of innovation, especially for small-

scale farmers. 

• NGOs need to take steps to draw in researchers and advisors into joint innovation 

processes towards mainstreaming the approaches. 

A second set of recommendations is related to encouraging innovativeness and 

recognising the contribution of different knowledge sources, especially farmer 

knowledge: 

• Promote the process / ethos of innovation and not just “innovations”. 

• Recognise that farmers can be innovators, not just recipients of innovations/ 

technologies. 

• Recognise that different sources and types of knowledge have a role to play in 

developing solutions to challenges. 

• Encourage testing and adaptation of innovations and technologies by farmers and 

community members. 

• Recognise innovations that are new to an area and not completely new inventions. 

• Promote local innovation and farmer-led joint innovation as a way of improving 

livelihoods of family farmers. 

• Create awareness about local innovation and participatory innovation development. 

• Encourage/hold fairs and competitions to recognise and encourage local innovation. 

Evidence is required to influence policymakers, practitioners and any other actors, 

which calls for the following recommendations: 

• Documentation of innovation processes needs to include the roles that different actors 

have played (including external facilitators if they exist).  

• Share experiences and outcomes of multistakeholder innovation processes to create 

awareness about the potential benefits of moving away from a technology-transfer 

model. 

• Monitor the impacts of innovations and outcomes of joint innovation processes 

(including a measure of shared values between stakeholders towards a common 

objective or objectives). 

• Monitor the impacts of engaging farmers in processes of innovation and 

experimentation. 

A set of recommendations applies to the implementation of programmes and projects 

that support innovation:  

• Do not assume that local innovations / joint innovation outcomes can be introduced to 

other locations just because of farmer involvement in their development.  

• Encourage incremental changes to existing innovations and technologies to improve 

them. 
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• Recognise that not all innovations need to be externally validated, especially if other 

local farmers find them to be good.  

• Do not limit innovation to technological developments, also consider social and 

institutional developments. 

• Provide safe spaces for innovation and experimentation where failure is recognised as 

a possible outcome and a source of learning. 

• Some local innovations can be shared but farmers should be encouraged to test and 

adapt them as required. 

• Consider that innovation needs to be supported by other interventions such as 

supporting market access and value addition (which may provide scope for further local 

/ joint innovation). 

• Multistakeholder processes require strong facilitation to ensure that farmers' voices 

are heard. 

• Introduce new instruments that support multistakeholder innovation, such as well 

facilitated innovation platforms that include farmers. 

Some recommendations were specifically targeting organisations that aim to 

mainstream these approaches within their own work programmes: 

• Integrate the concepts of local innovation and joint innovation processes into 

universities so that these concepts become recognised academically and so that 

students are exposed to alternative ways of agricultural development and research. 

• Modify job descriptions of extension agents / advisors so that they can identify local 

innovations and support joint innovation processes. 

• Bring about changes within organisations in terms of how they reward staff in order to 

foster an appreciation of local innovation and of engaging in joint innovation processes. 

The last set of recommendations is related to supporting local and joint innovation 

processes, namely: 

• Strengthen farmers' capacity to experiment. 

• Strengthen researchers' capacity to engage in farmer-led joint innovation processes. 

• Strengthen partnerships with actors that can play a role in multistakeholder innovation 

processes. 

• Strengthen local and national capacities to innovate. 

• Intellectual property (IP) rights of innovators need to be protected where there are 

innovations that can be 'stolen' and commercialised by other parties. IP can be 

protected passively by documenting it, or it can be formally protected with a patent. 

The implementation of these recommendations will strengthen the support provided to local 

innovation as well as farmer-led joint innovation processes aimed at achieving sustainable 

agrifood systems. 
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1 BACKGROUND 

The Institute of Natural Resources NPC (INR), representing the Global Prolinnova network, 

was appointed by the Global Forum on Agricultural Research and Innovation (GFAR) hosted 

by the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO) to carry out a survey 

on local innovation. 

Prolinnova is a global network that promotes local innovation in ecologically oriented 

agriculture and natural resource management. Besides supporting local innovation by 

farmers, the network encourages the use of various participatory approaches that involve 

farmers as contributors to the innovation process, rather than being passive recipients. 

Prolinnova is a multistakeholder network and its members represent the different actors and 

constituencies of agricultural innovation systems (AISs). 

As a follow-up to the survey on innovation made among FAO staff and consultants in 2012, 

GFAR, in collaboration with Prolinnova and in agreement with the Office of Innovation in FAO 

(OIN), decided to field its own survey, with two purposes: i) to better inform GFAR 

constituencies of the types of innovation (both products and processes) that exist where 

farmers are squarely placed at the centre of the process, with a view to better understand the 

implications for providing appropriate support to them as a key contribution to pro-poor 

transformation of AISs; ii) to offer to the FAO Science and Innovation Strategy (in the making) 

up-to-date and hands-on information on a particular, relevant area of farmer-centric innovation 

that may deserve adequate consideration in the document.   

The assignment will also contribute to the following organisational objective of the FAO, 

namely to enable more inclusive and efficient agricultural and food systems and in particular 

provide strategic information on how to better support farmer-led innovation (SO4).  

The INR was contracted to undertake a survey on farmer-led innovation across several 

countries, based on the Prolinnova network, and to deliver a global report based on the 

findings.  

2 METHODOLOGY 

The questionnaire that was originally developed for the FAO Innovation Survey (See Annexure 

3) was modified as follows for the Prolinnova-GFAR innovation survey. Firstly, the questions 

that related specifically to the FAO were removed because they were not relevant to 

respondents that are not employed by the FAO. Secondly, a section was added to the 

questionnaire that focused specifically on local innovation and farmer-led joint innovation 

processes, which are termed ‘Participatory Innovation Development’ (PID), by members of the 

Prolinnova network. The questionnaire was translated into French, for respondents from West 

and Central African countries, and Portuguese for respondents from Mozambique. 

After consultation with members of the Prolinnova International Support Team (IST), the 

Subregional Coordinators (SRCs) responsible for West & Central Africa and Eastern & 

Southern Africa, and the Regional Coordinator for Asia, a decision was taken to circulate the 

questionnaire as an MS Word document rather than as an electronic survey form. The reason 

for this was that the Prolinnova network has a range of different stakeholders and this was 

seen to be the most accessible method. The MS Word version was, however, converted into 

an MS Forms version for capturing the responses, as it was found to be an efficient method 

that reduced the opportunity for introducing errors during capturing of data. Circulation of the 

questionnaire within the Prolinnova network made use of the following avenues: 
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• An email was circulated on the Prolinnova Google Group. 

• Direct emails were sent to selected network members requesting them to complete the 

survey. 

• Emails were sent by the SRCs to the Country Coordinators of the Country Platforms 

(CPs) within their subregion requesting them to circulate the survey form within their 

platforms. 

• Email requests were sent to members of the Prolinnova Oversight Group (POG) and 

the list of ‘Friends of Prolinnova’. 

To encourage the completion of surveys, a decision was taken by the project team in 

consultation with the IST to offer four awards (two per region) for Asia and Africa for the CP 

that was able to generate the most responses. These awards were transferred to the host 

organisations of the CPs with the understanding that they would be used to support networking 

activities for the CPs. 

From approximately 800 members of the Prolinnova network, a total of 106 responses were 

obtained. These were captured onto the electronic MS Form and this allowed for identification 

of some errors in the responses to questions (for example, providing too few or too many 

responses to questions with options). Emails were sent to all respondents where such issues 

were identified in an effort to ensure completeness/correctness of data.  

3 RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

The results of the Prolinnova-GFAR survey are summarised in this section of the report. 

3.1 Basic information about respondents 

3.1.1 Countries represented 

The respondents who completed the survey came mainly from countries in Africa and Asia, 

but there were also some respondents from South America, Central America and the Global 

North. This largely reflects the spread of Prolinnova Country Platforms. 

Table 1: Summary of countries represented by respondents 

 

Africa % Asia %

Benin 1.90    Cambodia 2.86      

Burkina Faso 1.90    India 0.95      

Cameroon 1.90    Nepal 9.52      

Ethiopia 2.86    Philippines 1.90      

Ghana 2.86    Latin America

Kenya 11.43  Argentina 0.95      

Malawi 0.95    Costa Rica 0.95      

Mali 1.90    Peru 0.95      

Mozambique 11.43  Global North

Senegal 9.52    Belgium 0.95      

South Africa 5.71    Canada 1.90      

South Sudan 5.71    Germany 2.86      

Sudan 10.48  Netherlands 0.95      

Tanzania 0.95    United Kingdom 1.90      

Uganda 3.81    
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3.1.2 Gender 

Despite efforts to address gender issues within Prolinnova, 65% of the respondents were men, 

which may suggest a need to continue seeking to achieve gender equity within the network. 

For some of the questions, when the data were disaggregated on the basis of gender, clear 

differences were noted, specifically in Figure 14, which shows respondents’ views about the 

importance of informal processes of learning and experience-based know-how. 

 

Figure 1: Gender composition of the respondents (n=105) 

3.1.3 Type of organisation 

From Figure 2 it is clear that almost half of the respondents work for non-governmental 

organisations (NGOs), which is reflective of the fact that Prolinnova is an NGO-led 

multistakeholder network. Education institutions and government made up another third of the 

respondents. 

 

Figure 2: Types of organisations for which respondents work (n=106) 



15 
Prolinnova-GFAR Innovation Survey 2022  

 

3.2 What is innovation? 

The following sub-sections provide an indication of what respondents understand about the 

term ‘innovation’. 

3.2.1 What respondents thought of as innovation 

Almost 60% of respondents understand innovation to be a process. Prolinnova has long 

sought to encourage a focus on the process of innovating (also termed innovation), rather than 

a focus on the outcomes of the innovation process (which are termed innovations). Almost 

30% of respondents saw innovation as an idea or invention, and only 6% saw innovation as a 

product.  

 

Figure 3: Respondents’ basic understanding of the term ‘innovation’ (n=106) 

3.2.2 Statements about innovation 

When respondents were asked to select from six options the statement related to innovation 

that they most strongly agreed with, as shown in Figure 4, slightly more than half selected the 

option that said that “innovations are driven by need.” Many also felt that “family farmers are 

the most important innovators in agriculture.  
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Figure 4: Statements about innovation with which respondents most strongly agreed 
(n=106) 

3.2.3 Terms associated with innovation 

Respondents were asked to select, from a list of terms, those that they felt were most strongly 

associated with innovation. That which was most frequently mentioned (by 40% of 

respondents) was “local knowledge and know-how”, followed by “adaptation”. Again, this 

clearly reflects the principles of the Prolinnova network. Interestingly, approximately 20% of 

respondents selected the term “science and technology”, which highlights that some 

Prolinnova members are from government and formal research. 

 

Figure 5: Terms selected by respondents as being associated with innovation (multiple 
responses permitted) 
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3.2.4 Whether innovation is always beneficial 

It is interesting to note that approximately two-thirds of the respondents believe that 

innovations are always beneficial, but a third did not agree with this. Many would see the 

definition of an innovation being something that improves the status quo, but perhaps there is 

concern that innovations might have some disadvantages. 

 

Figure 6: Perceptions regarding whether or not innovation is always beneficial (n=106) 

3.2.5 Whether an innovation can be transferred effectively to another place 

More than 80% of respondents said that an innovation that works in one place will not 

necessarily work in another. This perception strongly reflects the principle of Prolinnova that 

technologies need to be developed with farmers in a particular context in order to be 

appropriate. This is one of the main reasons why the network recognises the need for 

alternatives to the conventional transfer-of-technology process. 

  

Figure 7: The possibility of transferring an innovation from one context to another 
(n=106) 
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3.2.6 Whether an innovation must be new 

Innovations are recognised as being novel, but only 2% of respondents thought they had to 

be “new in the world”, which could be called inventions. Most respondents (~80%) indicated 

that they should only be new to the context in which they are introduced. 

 

Figure 8: Extent to which innovations must be novel (n=106) 

3.2.7 Type of changes made during the innovation process 

Respondents were asked to give thought to the amount of change that is brought about by the 

process of innovation. While approximately 40% said that it was likely to bring about 

incremental changes and only 2% felt that it would bring about radical/disruptive changes, the 

majority (almost 60%) felt that it could include both types of changes.  

  

Figure 9: Types of changes brought about by innovation (n=106) 
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3.2.8 Impact of successful innovation 

The survey also explored respondents’ perceptions about the impact that a successful 

innovation should have. While 26% felt that it should have an impact on the whole of society 

and 6% believed it should have impact only on a very small scale, the majority felt that it should 

have impact at both levels, as shown in Figure 10. 

 

Figure 10: Scale of impact of successful innovations (n=106) 

3.2.9 Relevant forms of knowledge for innovation 

Respondents were requested to select two types of knowledge that they felt were important 

for innovation. While data and information were less frequently selected, a recognition of the 

importance of knowledge and wisdom was clearly demonstrated (Figure 11). 

 

Figure 11 Types of knowledge that are most relevant for innovation (given as 
percentages of total responses allowing comparison with FAO final report) 
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3.2.10 Importance of codified, scientific and technical knowledge 

To further explore the perceptions about relevant knowledge sources for innovation, 

respondents were asked to score the importance of codified, scientific technical knowledge. 

The data was also disaggregated by gender for this question to explore any differences that 

might exist. As shown in Figure 12, very few respondents, considering both male and female, 

felt it was unimportant; the most frequently given score was a 4 out of 5. 

 

Figure 12: Scores given for the importance of codified, scientific technical knowledge 
on a scale of 1–5 (1 being low and 5 being high), disaggregated by gender (n=106) 

When the responses regarding the importance of “codified, scientific technical knowledge” 

were disaggregated by type of organisation (see Figure 13), it was clear that, for respondents 

from NGOs and education, responses ranged from 1 to 5. Interestingly, the only organisation 

type in which the most prevalent score was a 5 was “farmers association” and “other”. The 

NGO group was most represented and most gave this form of knowledge a 3 or a 4.  

 

Figure 13: Disaggregation by organisation of scores given by respondents for the 
importance of codified, scientific technical knowledge on a scale of 1–5 (1 being low 
and 5 being high) 
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3.2.11 Importance of informal processes of learning and experience-based know-how 

In comparison to perceptions about the importance of codified, scientific, technical knowledge, 

it was clear from the responses shown in Figure 14 that more than 50% of the respondents 

saw informal processes of learning and experience-based know-how as being highly important 

(scoring 5 out of 5), but this was more apparent for women than men (where 25% of men 

versus 7% of women gave this a score of 4).  

 

Figure 14: Scores given by respondents for the importance of informal processes of 
learning and experience-based know-how on a scale of 1–5 (1 being low and 5 being 
high), disaggregated by gender (n=106) 

Disaggregation of the responses according to organisation type showed that there was again 

a wide spread of responses for the respondents representing NGOs; the most prevalent 

response for this organisation type was a score of 5 (see Figure 15). This was the same for 

“education”, “farmers association”, “government” and “other”.  This clearly shows the views of 

Prolinnova members regarding the importance of local knowledge. 

 

Figure 15: Disaggregation by organisation of scores given by respondents for the 
importance of informal processes of learning and experience-based know-how on a 
scale of 1–5 (1 being low and 5 being high) (n=106) 
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3.3 Why focus on innovation? 

3.3.1 Importance of innovation for organisations supporting agricultural development 

When respondents were asked to select the statements that best reflected the importance of 

innovation for organisations supporting agricultural development, it became clear that this was 

certainly not because there is interest in innovation amongst key funders and decision-making 

structures, and rather because innovation is a way of addressing the challenge that solutions 

do not work everywhere and that capacity to innovate is key for local adaptation (see Figure 

16). 

 

Figure 16: Reasons why innovation is important for organisations supporting 
agricultural development (given as percentages of total responses to allow comparison 
with FAO final report)  

When the responses were disaggregated by organisation, the most common response for 

those respondents from “education”, “government”, “private sector” and “NGOs” was that 

innovation is important because the same solution does not work everywhere and this 

innovation allows for local adaptation (see Figure 17). Interestingly, this was not selected at 

all by the respondents from farmers associations and was less frequently selected by 

members of CBOs.  
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Figure 17: Disaggregation by organisation for reasons why innovation is important for 
organisations supporting agricultural development.  

 

3.4 Innovation for sustainable agrifood systems 

3.4.1 Area of the system where things need to be done differently 

Considering different aspects of agrifood systems, respondents were asked to select the area 

where they felt there was the greatest need to innovate (i.e. do things differently). The area 

that was most frequently selected was “sustainable management of natural resources”. Given 

that Prolinnova promotes innovation related to ecologically oriented agriculture and natural 

resource management, this is reflective of network priorities (see Figure 18).   
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Figure 18: Areas of the agrifood system where things need to be done differently (given 
as percentages of total responses to allow comparison with FAO final report) 

3.4.2 Most relevant innovation for building sustainable systems 

It is interesting to see from Figure 19 that institutional and social innovation were strongly 

recognised as being relevant forms of innovation required for building sustainable agrifood 

systems. These are aspects that are often neglected by formal research organisations. 

 

Figure 19: Importance of different types of innovation for sustainable agrifood systems 
(multiple options allowed) 

3.4.3 Actors that play the most important role in the system 

When asked which actors play the most important role in innovation in agrifood systems, the 

option selected most frequently was “research organisations and universities” followed by the 

farmer category (see Figure 20). This was an unexpected result given the principles of the 

network. To explore this further, the results were disaggregated by type of organisation. It is 

clear from Figure 21, that this perception was shared by a number of organisations, but was 

most notable for respondents from NGOs. 
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Figure 20: Respondents’ views (multiple options allowed) regarding actors that play the most important role in agrifood systems 
(percentages calculated relative to all responses to allow comparison with final FAO report)  
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Figure 21: Disaggregation by organisation for respondents’ views (multiple options allowed) regarding actors that play the most 
important role in agrifood systems (given as percentages of total responses in line with FAO final report). 

 

The data was also disaggregated by gender to determine whether that had any effect on respondents’ choices. It is interesting to note that no 

females selected “governments”, but there was one female who selected “philanthropic foundations” and another selected “donors”. Otherwise, 

the relative importance given to “research organisations and universities” was similar for males and females. 
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Figure 22: Disaggregation by gender for actors identified (multiple options allowed) as playing the most important role in agrifood 
systems (given as percentage of total responses in line with FAO final report)
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3.5 What allows for innovative organisations? 

While the focus of the survey is on innovation by different actors to achieve agricultural 

development, it is also useful to look at what is required to allow for innovative behaviour within 

organisations that support agricultural development. 

3.5.1 Organisational factors that make a context ripe for innovation 

The factor that most respondents felt was most important for innovation within organisations, 

as seen in Figure 23, was “creating safe spaces for staff to innovate and experiment”. This is 

in turn the ethos that also provides a safe space within which farmers are encouraged to 

innovate and experiment. “Better coordination and collaboration across the organisation” is 

another option that was selected relatively frequently by respondents.  

 

Figure 23: Factors that make an organisation “ripe for innovation” (n=106) 

 

3.5.2 Factors that would help an organisation be more innovative 

Innovativeness within organisations that support agricultural development was further 

explored by asking respondents to select factors (knowledge, people, rules & processes, ways 

of working, or other) that encourage or facilitate innovativeness. By far, there is a perception 

that it is the people in the organisation that have the largest effect (specifically, how they are 

motivated within the organisational setting to explore new ideas and experiment with new 

approaches), as shown in Figure 24. In turn, this is likely to lead them to work with actors to 

explore new ways of addressing challenges in the agrifood sector. It is clear from the 

responses that ‘rules and processes” are not recognised by many respondents as being 

important for encouraging innovativeness. 
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Figure 24: Factors that help an organisation to be more innovative (n=106) 

 

When the responses were disaggregated by organisation, as shown in Figure 25, it became clear that “people” were recognised across all 

categories as the most important factor for helping an organisation to be innovative, and this was particularly clear for respondents from “NGOs”, 

“government” and “education”. 
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Figure 25: Disaggregation by organisation type of factors that help an organisation to be more innovative (n=106) 
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3.6 Future priorities: Best bets1 for innovations 

The survey also investigated perceptions regarding future priorities. In terms of areas where respondents felt that change and innovation was 

required, the option most frequently selected was “to strengthen local and national capacities to innovate”, as shown in Figure 26. Another area 

where innovation was perceived to be necessary was “strengthening of markets” (comprising ~18% of responses). Areas that received 

substantially less interest were “One Health” (with which many of the respondents may not be familiar) and “biotechnologies”, which may have 

been perceived by many as referring to genetically modified organisms. 

 

Figure 26: Respondents’ perceptions regarding areas (best bets) where innovation is required (multiple options allowed)

                                                
1 A best bet is an action that is likely to be successful 
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3.7 Local innovation and farmer-led joint innovation 

A key section of the survey is that which focuses on local innovation and farmer-led joint 

innovation, both being concepts that are strongly promoted by the Prolinnova network. 

3.7.1 Factors that stimulate innovation by small-scale farmers 

There were varied perceptions regarding the factors that stimulate innovation, but that which 

ranked highest was “a need for food security”, followed by “a need for increased production”, 

as shown in Figure 27. What is clear from the responses is that the options selected most 

frequently were those that have direct impact on farmers’ livelihoods.  

 

Figure 27: Factors perceived to stimulate innovation by small-scale farmers (multiple 
options allowed) 

 

3.7.2 Roles of small-scale farmers in the innovation process 

Respondents were asked to share their perceptions regarding the roles that small-scale 

farmers play in the innovation process. The responses reflected Prolinnova principles clearly, 

with the two most prominent responses being to “develop their own innovations” and “to work 

with other actors to develop innovations”, as shown in Figure 28. The option that the least 

(other than “other”) selected was “evaluating externally-derived innovations”. This 

demonstrates that members of the Prolinnova network favour supporting local innovation 

processes rather than introducing ideas and technologies from outside.  
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Figure 28: Respondents’ perceptions regarding the roles that farmers play in innovation 
processes (multiple options allowed) 

3.7.3 Support requirements for farmer-led innovation development 

The majority of respondents indicated that participatory multistakeholder or joint stakeholder 

approaches are the most important forms of support required. This was recognised as being 

far more important than financial or technical support, as shown in Figure 29. 

 

Figure 29: Support requirements for farmer-led innovation development (n=106) 

When looking at the responses disaggregated by organisation type in Figure 30 for types of 

support required for farmer-led innovation development, it is interesting to note that, for all 

categories except “farmers association”, the option that was most frequently selected was 

“participatory multistakeholder approaches”. However, this was not the case for the “farmers 

association” category, where “financial support” and “technical inputs” were identified as 

slightly higher needs, where they are perhaps more conscious of their resource limitations.  
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Figure 30: Disaggregation by organisation for support required for farmer-led innovation development (n=106) 
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3.7.4 Key roles of external agents to support local innovation processes 

The survey explored the types of roles that external agents can play to support local innovation processes. As shown in Figure 31, the role most 

frequently selected was to “improve local innovations jointly with farmers”, which was selected as an option by more than 70% of respondents.  

Again, this reflects the priorities of the Prolinnova network. 

 

Figure 31: Key roles that external agents can play (multiple options allowed) to support local innovation processes  
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3.7.5 Most important actors for supporting local innovation and joint experimentation 

Respondents were asked to select which actors they thought were most important for supporting innovation and joint experimentation. There 

were three groups that were selected most frequently, namely “agricultural advisory services/development agents”, “farmer organisation staff and 

members” and “researchers”, as shown in Figure 32. The difference between the choice of actors in Figure 32 (which focuses on local innovation 

and joint innovation), and the choices shown in Figure 20 (which speaks more broadly to innovation within the agrifood sector), suggests that 

members of Prolinnova differentiate between these two forms of innovation.  

 

Figure 32: Actors identified as playing the most important role in supporting local innovation and joint experimentation (multiple 
options allowed) 
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3.7.6 Reasons why farmer-led joint experimentation or innovation is important 

The respondents were also asked to select options that reflected why farmer-led joint 

experimentation or innovation is important, as shown in Figure 33.  The two options most 

frequently selected were, “to combine different sources of knowledge”, and “to develop locally 

appropriate solutions to the challenges that farmers face”.  Again, this talks to the value of 

supporting local innovation processes rather than introducing externally derived innovations 

as fixed solutions. 

 

Figure 33: Reasons why farmer-led joint experimentation or innovation is important 
(multiple options allowed) 

4 COMPARISON WITH FAO RESULTS 

A comparison between FAO and Prolinnova-GFAR survey results shows that there exist both 

commonalities and divergence in the responses to the survey questions. This section explains 

the commonalities between the responses of the two groups of respondents. Similarly, diverse 

views are also described, where they exist. It should be noted that some of the results are 

compared against preliminary FAO results, where percentages were calculated relative to the 

number of respondents, and the final FAO report, where percentages were calculated relative 

to the total number of responses received. Furthermore, in some cases the respondents could 

select multiple options and thus the sum of the percentages exceeds 100 percent. 

4.1 Commonalities 

4.1.1 Understanding innovation 

There were a number of questions where the responses from the FAO and Prolinnova-GFAR 

groups were fairly similar. For example, both groups of respondents, most perceived 

innovation as a process, with fewer respondents perceiving innovation to be an idea or an 

invention, and almost all FAO and Prolinnova-GFAR respondents indicated that innovation 

cannot be transferred effectively from one context to another. Similarly, the majority of both 

Prolinnova-GFAR and FAO respondents felt that innovations must be new to the context 

where they are introduced (rather than being new in the world). However, within the FAO 

group, there was a greater proportion (35% versus 16% of Prolinnova-GFAR respondents) 

that said that innovations could include both “new in the world and “new to the context”. This 
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suggests that there is a greater perception within the Prolinnova network that innovations only 

need to be new to the context in which they are found.  With both groups of respondents, the 

majority said that innovation is brought about by both “radical/disruptive changes” and “small 

incremental changes”, but within the FAO group, this option was selected by approximately 

75% of respondents, while for Prolinnova-GFAR respondents, less than 60% selected this 

option, with nearly 40% selecting small or incremental changes. This highlights that within the 

Prolinnova network, there is recognition that innovation can comprise small changes to adapt 

existing practices or technologies. 

 

Figure 34: FAO results for types of change brought about by innovation (Source: FAO 
preliminary results) 

In terms of the scale of impact of successful innovations, the majority of both FAO and 

Prolinnova-GFAR respondents perceived that a successful innovation has an impact on both 

the whole of society and at a very small scale, with less than 10% of either group feeling that 

a successful innovation has an impact at only a small scale.  

In terms of knowledge types relevant to innovation, both groups of respondents valued 

“knowledge (actionable information that aids decision-making)”. However, while FAO 

respondents placed fairly equal value on other types of knowledge (“data”, “information” and 

“wisdom”), the Prolinnova-GFAR respondents gave substantial value to “wisdom”, which we 

can perhaps assume refers to the wisdom held within communities. 

4.1.2 Innovation for sustainable agrifood systems 

In terms of the types of innovation required for building sustainable agriifood systems, it is 

interesting to note that the majority of both the FAO and Prolinnova-GFAR respondents 

perceived “technological innovation” as the most relevant for building sustainable agri-food 

systems (selected approximately 70% of both groups), but there was recognition of the 

importance of non-technical innovation by both groups, as shown in Figure 19 above and 

Figure 35 below.    
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Figure 35: FAO results for different types of innovation needed to build sustainable 
agrifood systems (Source: FAO Preliminary results) 

In terms of perceptions regarding areas where innovation is required (i.e. things need to be 

done differently), the majority of respondents in both groups selected “sustainable 

management of natural resources”, shown above in Figure 18 and below in Figure 36.  

 

Figure 36: FAO results for areas where things need to be done differently (Source: FAO 
Report) 
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4.2 Divergence 

The main answers where results from the Prolinnova-GFAR survey diverged substantially 

from those obtained from the FAO survey are discussed below. 

4.2.1 Statements about innovation 

On the statement related to innovation, the majority of Prolinnova-GFAR respondents chose 

“innovation is driven by need” (which was an added option in the P-GFAR survey), followed 

by “family farmers are the most important innovators in agriculture” (see Figure 4). There was 

very little selection of the option “innovation brings progress”. With the FAO respondents, a 

few selected the statement that “family farmers are the most important innovators in 

agriculture”, but the majority (~60%, selected “innovation brings progress”.   

 

Figure 37 FAO results for statement about innovation (Source: FAO preliminary results) 

4.2.2 Terms associated with innovation 

Of the Prolinnova-GFAR respondents, more than 80% selected “local knowledge and know-

how” as a term associated with innovation (see Figure 5), while this option was selected by 

only around 50% of FAO respondents.  

 

Figure 38 FAO results for terms associated with innovation (Source: FAO 
preliminary results). 
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In contrast, more than 70% of the FAO respondents selected “science and technology”, while 

this option was selected by only approximately 55% of Prolinnova-GFAR respondents. There 

were some options where there was closer alignment between the perceptions of the 

Prolinnova-GFAR respondents and the perceptions of the FAO respondents, in particular the 

selection of the term “adaptation”, which was selected by approximately 50% of the FAO 

respondents and approximately 60% of the Prolinnova-GFAR respondents as being a term 

associated with innovation.  

4.2.3 Whether innovation is always beneficial 

While approximately half of the FAO respondents (51%) felt that innovation is not always 

beneficial, only 36% of Prolinnova-GFAR respondents agreed with this, with two-thirds saying 

that it is always beneficial. This might be reflective of Prolinnova’s understanding of innovation 

being something that is in use at some scale, and which is at least beneficial for the individual 

or group making use of it. It probably also reflects Prolinnova’s definition of ‘innovation’ as a 

new and better way of doing things. 

4.2.4 Importance of innovation for organisations supporting agricultural development 

FAO and Prolinnova-GFAR respondents had different views on the importance of innovation 

for organisations supporting agricultural innovation (note that for the initial survey this question 

referred specifically to the FAO). While more than half of the Prolinnova-GFAR respondents 

(55%) selected the option that “in agrifood systems the same solution does not work 

everywhere so the capacity to innovate is key for local adaptation”, FAO respondents’ view 

was more spread across three options, of which “innovation is the key to creating sustainable 

agrifood systems and ending hunger” obtained 35% of all responses, as shown in Figure 39. 

Once again, the results demonstrate that within the Prolinnova network, innovation is seen as 

a key mechanism to allow for adaptation. 

 

Figure 39: FAO results regarding reasons why innovation is important for the FAO 
(Source: FAO Report) 
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4.2.5 Actors that play the most important role in innovation 

This question provided unexpected results. There was a wider spread amongst FAO 

respondents regarding the actors that play the most important role in agrifood innovation 

systems than in the case of the Prolinnova-GFAR respondents.  

Surprisingly, almost 60% of all responses made by Prolinnova-GFAR respondents were 

“research organisations and universities” and only about 30% selected the category 

comprising farmers, fisherfolk and so on (see Figure 20). For the FAO group, the option 

selected the most was the “farmers, fisherfolk, pastoralists, forest dwellers, livestock herders, 

indigenous people and CBOs” category, which made up 29% of the responses, slightly higher 

than “research organisations and universities”, as shown in Figure 40. It is likely that the 

responses from the Prolinnova-GFAR group are based on their differentiating between 

‘innovation’ and ‘local innovation’. For the latter, as shown in Figure 32, there was similar 

importance given to “farmer organisations” and to “researchers”.  

 

Figure 40: FAO results for most important actors in innovation systems (Source: FAO 
Report) 

4.2.6 Best bets for innovation 

Although the option selected most frequently as a “best bet” for innovation in both groups was 

“strengthening local and national capacities”, this was slightly higher for the Prolinnova-GFAR 

respondents than the FAO respondents (see Figure 26 above and Figure 41 below). Within 

the FAO respondents, there was a more even spread of options selected, but for both groups 

of respondents, some options were selected relatively infrequently, especially “One health” 

and “Biotechnologies”. This suggests that respondents do not recommend a very focused 

approach for future priorities.  
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Figure 41: FAO results for ‘best bets’ (Source: FAO preliminary results) 

4.3 Synopsis of respondents’ final thoughts 

This section of the report is a synthesis of the final thoughts that were shared by the many 

different actors who completed the survey. As far as possible, efforts have been made only to 

structure the material and to maintain the views expressed by the respondents. Note: To 

differentiate between respondents’ and authors’ inputs, all authors’ text is shown in blue italics 

in this section. 

4.3.1 Understanding the concept of local and joint innovation 

Innovation is the product of the need and the time. Innovation is the process of innovation, 

while “innovations” are the products of innovation. Innovations can be technical or 

organisational and, therefore, can be a product such as a technical innovation, or a process, 

such as an organisational innovation. One respondent highlighted that innovations are not 

introduced, but rather they are locally developed, based on local resources. Another was of 

the opinion that this is why local innovation is a way forward for sustainable agrifood systems. 

The need to recognise farmers’ endogenous knowledge was also mentioned (which aligns 

well with the concepts promoted by Prolinnova, since recognising indogenous knowledge and 

endogenous development would be recognising knowledge that develops from within a 

culture, i.e. recognising local innovation).  

Innovations can emerge/develop in a wide variety of situations, both by individuals and in 

communities, and promoting and sharing local innovations are key for increasing productivity 

of farmers as well as their economic status. Innovation, while solving farmers’ problems, also 

needs to include economic considerations, and farmer-led innovation processes have to be 

aligned with the local economy and markets. The reality for many farmers is that their capacity 

to innovate will come down to what are already narrow profit margins and the time available 

to them, and it should be recognised that the poor are likely to put prospects for income 

generation above environmental considerations. Innovations must be practical and driven by 

local needs, but their development requires sufficient funding. There was a suggestion that 

innovations that can be easily taken up by rural communities should be promoted. The concern 

with this is that we are then assuming that we can transfer the technology to other contexts 

and that it will be relevant for all farmers. Local innovation is usually frugal innovation that 

keeps the costs of inputs to a minimum. It shows others what can be achieved using local 
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resources in a more efficient way. It can inspire other farmers operating under similar 

resource-constrained conditions to use the local resources available to them in new ways that 

bring themselves and/or their communities more benefits. 

Farmer-led joint experimentation, which involves multiple actors (from at least two different 

stakeholder groups), is key to developing locally appropriate solutions, and critical to address 

systemic challenges in the agrifood systems. It is important that knowledge and practices of 

peasants and applied scientific knowledge are combined with concrete results because the 

complexity of the food system calls for different contributions from different stakeholders. One 

of the respondents suggested that farmers can be involved in the process either at the 

beginning, at the end, or throughout, but that what is important is that they are empowered to 

be active participants at various engagement levels throughout the innovation process and 

that the process allows for the co-creation of knowledge and innovation. This is slightly 

different from the opinion of another respondent who suggests that farmers playing a central 

role in generating new knowledge, technologies and ways of working, through a process of 

farmer-led innovation, is necessary for securing social, economic and environmental 

sustainability of farming. 

Farmer-led joint experimentation is important because it reduces the reliance of farmers on 

external actors, but there is a need to engage more relevant stakeholders in the future 

because many have not focused on this. Joint innovation processes should be implemented 

under the leadership of the farmers. The forces between various actors in a (society) must be 

balanced, without some (external) actors dominating the discourse in relation to local 

communities. This is often due to time pressures related to funding modes or non-transparent 

procedures.  

Another respondent highlighted that there is a mismatch between different actors in terms of 

their perceptions of innovation, with donors and governments focusing on innovations with 

immediate and large-scale benefits (impact), which are generally high-tech scientific 

innovations, while farmers and rural communities depend on “minimal”-change local 

innovations. These respondents suggested that perhaps attention needs to be given to both 

types of innovation.  

4.3.2 What is needed to support local innovation? 

Support can be related to the innovation process, capacity building, validation and 

dissemination. The comments received regarding provision of support to local innovation are 

presented below. 

Encourage innovativeness 

Farmers should be encouraged to bring new technologies and inputs into their agrifood system 

as and when needed. Individual farmers’ as well as communities’ capacity to experiment, 

innovate and adapt to change should be developed. We need to give emphasis to the end 

products or results of supporting local innovation (processes) and demonstrate to farmers (and 

others) that it has tangible benefits. 

Support existing innovators, and create networks of innovators that can mentor new network 

members. Establish local platforms such as fairs that can nurture local innovations since 

competition also drives the process of innovation. Mobilisation and sensitisation of innovative 

farmers and networks at the local level stimulate their creativity. Wider dissemination of 

farmers’ innovations gives recognition to the farmers’ worth. It is necessary to ensure the 

personal development of innovators. The value of peer-to-peer learning must be recognised 

as a key driver of innovation. A networking mechanism that operates at different levels (which 
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could be a website or physical platform) could allow for interactions related to innovation 

between different actors. 

Some departments have given awards to farmer innovators, as done by the Tigray Bureau of 

Agriculture and Natural Resources, where the head asked his staff to organise village 

meetings to honour farmer innovators related to integrated land management that have led to 

yield improvements. Winners’ farms were visited, where they were given the opportunity to 

explain what they had done and how they had disseminated their ideas to others. Awards 

were also given to women who were challenging traditions and taking on roles not normally 

assigned to women, such as making use of animal traction for ploughing. A number of 

respondents referred to involving youth in agricultural innovation processes, given that there 

are many countries that have policies supporting youth vocational training.  

Address riskiness and financial needs 

Farmers are afraid and reluctant to take risks given their limited resources, but with funding 

support they are open to innovating without worrying about addressing their immediate needs. 

Local financing mechanisms that absorb risk are needed to drive innovation in the face of 

uncertainty. However, it is important to avoid elite capture by careful targeting such that the 

resource-poor, less confident farmers can also benefit.  

Capacity building of different actors 

Capacity building of local farmers is needed to ensure food production and to reduce the rate 

of undernourished societies. Many innovations developed by farmers have not been able to 

make it into the market and, in some cases, this requires support. Sometimes, the farmers are 

not able to meet the requirements and standards of existing innovation development support 

systems. 

It is important to strengthen the capacity of the actors who are involved in the (local) innovation 

process, so that they can provide better support (technological and financial) and also ensure 

that the innovators and their community benefit from the innovation. This is seen as a 

mechanism towards institutionalising the PID approach within the mainstream ARD 

landscape. It was suggested that Prolinnova needs to expand in developing countries and 

enhance the capacities of civil society organisations (farmer organisations and NGOs) to be 

able to reach the community level.  

Documentation of innovation processes 

Documentation of the innovation processes should be given priority so that all understand the 

pros and cons. The monitoring and evaluation of local joint experimentation (and joint 

innovation) experiences contribute to strengthening of local innovations. We need more in-

depth cases that provide evidence rather than just an upsurge of “outcome stories” that are 

not done well. There would be value in producing statistical data related to the impact of local 

innovation. We need evidence that innovations have contributed substantially to improving the 

means and living conditions of small-scale family farmers in a particular locality, as this will 

justify the collaboration of farmers with other actors. Also, while science is important, the 

documentation of findings and practical implications must be translated and published in an 

accessible way that excludes jargon and access costs. 

Validation of local innovations 

Some respondents saw the need for validation of local innovations through research 

experimentation so that they can be reliably promoted. 
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Protecting Intellectual property rights 

There is always a risk that innovators will lose their innovations, especially where there is an 

element that can be patented. One respondent saw the need for some sort of facility that 

operates globally that motivates farmers to register their innovations – this would need to 

ensure protection of innovators’ intellectual property. Currently, Prolinnova operates with the 

“copyleft” principle and establishes the “ownership” (intellectual property) of an innovation 

through its documentation in the public domain. 

4.3.3 What is needed to drive policy change? 

Farmers have gone from being (perceived as) users of research results to being producers or 

co-producers of knowledge. However, it is still a challenge to integrate PID into the national 

agricultural research system and ensure the sustainability of funds introduced through 

projects. (Local) innovation has not been prioritised by the government or private sector, and 

rural advisory services often work against local innovation through a transfer-of-technology 

mindset (or else apply this mindset to the transfer of local innovations). This calls for 

reformation at a policy level, establishment of facilities that support community–NGO–

government coordination for innovation creation, and prioritisation of research for innovation 

by providing financial aid for students and community-level agri-based researchers.  

As one respondent said, the effort made by Ann Waters-Bayer, Chris Reij and others in the 

late 1990s at Mekelle University is the basis for the farmer-led innovation and joint 

experimentation approach in that area. Despite its importance, farmer-led innovation and joint 

experimentation have received little attention and this needs to be re-initiated by considering 

the achievements made in the late 1990s. The activities implemented during this time were 

published as a book in 2001 entitled “Farmer innovation in Africa: a source of inspiration for 

agricultural development”. 

While local innovation and joint innovation are currently facilitated by NGOs, mainstreaming 

requires that it be integrated into the work programmes of extension staff and researchers, as 

well as academic institutions. One suggestion was for research organisations to be brought in 

as partners for doing research on farmer innovation – which could involve validation or joint 

experimentation to look at issues jointly identified by the local farmers and communities and 

the formal researchers.  

We need to draw on experiences of past projects, such as the Indigenous Soil and Water 

Conservation (ISWC) project in Ethiopia, which shared results through local media as well as 

through a series of research reports. 

Creating an enabling environment 

For innovations to support the transformation towards sustainable food systems, it is 

necessary to establish an environment that is favourable to listening and to establishing mutual 

understanding. Innovators and the innovations would benefit from support from the concerned 

authorities, as they may encounter financial challenges and lack of access to scientific 

knowledge.  

Local innovation needs institutionalisation and an enabling environment for actors to engage 

with farmer innovators in an appropriate way without crowding them out. This calls for 

increased capacity building for more actors to understand and implement the concept 

correctly.  
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Mainstreaming into academic institutions 

People from academic and development circles should take an active part in testing and 

validating innovations, understanding the science behind them, and then disseminating them 

– though the latter is concerning, as it assumes that the innovations are not context-specific. 

As part of the process of decolonisation2, we need to be creative about how to bring to light 

the narrative about local innovation and innovations – especially within education. This will 

stimulate students to be creative in their own communities, encouraging local innovation. 

Thus, students and faculty need to be involved to support local innovation. 

Informing the policy environment 

Another suggestion was that, in order to address power imbalances in our food systems, one 

needs to look at the interactions of local innovation (decentralised governance) with systemic 

innovation on a higher level. Transformation of agrifood systems to make them efficient, 

inclusive and resilient, with multiple benefits, also requires innovation at an organisational 

(meso) level – including those organisations providing innovation support services. Policy 

changes at a macro level are needed to ensure that an enabling environment exists for 

innovation and change. Many small-scale farmers would be motivated by the realisation that 

government policy on innovation favours new or innovative ideas that they have related to 

agribusiness activities, which calls for more meetings and events related to the local innovation 

processes.  

4.3.4 Survey process 

A number of respondents shared views regarding the survey process itself, including that the 

results of this survey may contribute to sound and credible decision-making. One respondent 

suggested that the responses received “might delimit some trends beyond FAO staff in the 

understandings of innovation in agri-food sustainability transitions”. Another hoped that FAO 

could work towards “changing the mindset in National Agricultural Research Systems, who 

often believe that innovation is their role and that farmers are just passive recipients of what 

they develop”. One respondent raised concerns about not being familiar enough regarding 

agrifood sustainability, which was required to answer the survey questions; it was suggested 

that we needed to share such materials. Another respondent indicated that they read up about 

local innovation and PID in order to be better able to respond to the survey, thereby finding 

out about the principles and significance of innovation. 

In terms of shortcomings of the survey, one respondent highlighted their appreciation of the 

efforts of the survey design to harmonise indigenous (local) and modern knowledge for 

synergy, but raised concerns that neither the innovation diffusion nor the social fabrics of 

values and identities in the innovation equation are boldly reflected in the survey. Another 

respondent suggested that the survey should have asked for an example of an innovation and 

provide information about why they perceive it to be an innovation, as well as explaining the 

process followed in developing it and what helped/hampered taking it to scale.  

There was a request to share the findings from the survey with participants. 

  

                                                
2 “Decolonisation of education is the eradication of colonialist epistemologies and social practices 
in order to centralise Africa’s own”- Motsa, Executive Director in Department of Leadership and 
Transformation at University of South Africa (UNISA) 
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5 CONCLUDING REMARKS 

5.1 Understanding the concept of (local) innovation 

It is clear that most respondents saw innovation as a process that has outcomes, which are 

the innovations. One respondent highlighted that the outcome of innovation can also be a new 

‘process’. Within Prolinnova, the focus is on innovation that happens at a local / grassroots 

level and most responses reflected this. One of the respondents highlighted that there is a 

challenge of government policy often seeing innovation as high-tech scientific developments, 

and overlooking the type of innovation that supports resource-poor small-scale farmers. This 

ties in well with the view that very few innovations involve radical or disruptive changes while 

more than a third of respondents indicated that innovations involve small or incremental 

changes. Furthermore, there is a strong agreement amongst respondents that innovations are 

new only to the context in which they are introduced – although one respondent indicated that 

the phrase should have referred to development rather than introduction of the innovation. It 

was a widely shared perception that innovations are driven by need and that family farmers 

are important innovators, and that local knowledge and know-how are important for innovation.   

A key element of local innovation is that it is not limited to technical solutions. Respondents 

clearly confirmed that social and institutional innovations are also important for building 

sustainable agrifood systems.  

5.2 Innovation supports adaptation 

The results of the survey support the perception that innovation by farmers allows them to 

adapt to change and to other challenges that they encounter. When respondents were asked 

to select terms that they associate with innovation, “adaptation” was the second most 

frequently selected option.   

Another concept that is linked to this is that innovations are often developed within a particular 

context to address specific challenges that have been encountered. When respondents were 

asked to select reasons why innovation is important for organisations supporting agricultural 

development, just over half indicated that the capacity to innovate is important because the 

same solution does not work everywhere. This aligned strongly with an earlier question where 

more than 80% of respondents indicated that an innovation that works in one place will not 

necessarily work in another place. The role that innovation plays in supporting adaptation was 

also reflected in the options selected in terms of reasons why farmer-led joint experimentation 

/ innovation is important, in particular, the option “to develop locally appropriate solutions to 

farmers’ challenges”. 

The role that farmers play in the development of locally appropriate solutions was also strongly 

confirmed by the respondents. There was recognition of the value of the knowledge that 

farmers hold (which includes informal processes of learning and experience-based know-how) 

as well as recognition that joint experimentation/innovation processes allow for the 

combination of farmers’ knowledge with that of other actors. When asked about the support 

requirements for farmer-led innovation development, more than 70% of respondents selected 

participatory multistakeholder / joint stakeholder approaches, rather than financial or technical 

inputs. This reflects the perceived value of bringing the skills and capacities of different actors 

together to support the development of innovations. This is well aligned with the responses 

regarding the key role of external agents, the most commonly mentioned one being to 

“improve local innovations jointly with farmers” (rather than, for example facilitating the 

validation of local innovations by other farmers). Regarding the roles that farmers play in 

innovation processes, the options that were most selected were that they have the role of 
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developing their own solutions and the role of working with other actors to develop innovations. 

The respondents definitely did not see their main role being to evaluate externally derived 

innovations.  

5.3 Factors that make an organisation more innovative 

Innovation is not something that relates only to the development context in which organisations 

work, it also relates to the organisations themselves. It allows them to adapt to changes that 

they encounter. In terms of factors that help an organisation to be innovative, two-thirds of 

respondents indicated that it was the people – and how the people are motivated to explore 

new ideas and approaches. Again, when asked what factors make an organisation “ripe for 

innovation”, the one most commonly selected was to “create safe spaces for staff to innovate 

and experiment”. This is perhaps the same requirement that farmers have, which is why there 

is a need to “derisk” and promote innovation. Organisations also need to decide on the areas 

in which they wish to support innovation, where they think change is most needed to build 

sustainable agrifood systems. From the survey, the area that respondents found to be most 

important was strengthening local and national capacities to innovate, rather than focusing on 

a specific topic.  

5.4 General conclusions 

What is very clear from this survey is that the principles and values that define the Prolinnova 

network emerged strongly from the responses given to the questions. The respondents, who 

represent a range of stakeholders that play a role within AISs, clearly demonstrated that they 

recognise that innovativeness is necessary for adaptation to challenges, including climate 

change, and that external agents need to work with local innovators to find solutions to these 

challenges.  

The key message that can be distilled from this survey is the importance to focus more on the 

multidimensional, multistakeholder, multifaceted processes through which innovation is 

developed rather than on the innovation(s) per se. This implies the need to integrate in these 

processes: i) the local priorities of farmers (and farmers themselves with their skills), which 

highly value adaptation to local circumstances; ii) the correlated institutional and social 

innovations that are required to enable and support the expression and valorisation of 

partnership-based farmer-centric approaches; and iii) the organisational change implications. 

Organisational changes required to achieve this include new capacities at various levels, 

motivation to explore new ideas and to experiment, new rules and ways of working, new forms 

of knowledge and a safe space to innovate.  

5.5 Recommendations for different actors 

Emerging from the outcomes of the survey, which are largely supported by the “final 

comments” that were provided by respondents, a set of recommendations has been derived 

for key stakeholder groups towards supporting local innovation and joint innovation processes.  

These recommendations apply to different stakeholders, as detailed in Annexure 1. 

Firstly, there are recommendations related to advocacy, which are aimed at organisations 

that influence the programmes and policies of government departments, donors and so on: 

• Identify programmes and policies that need to be revised to accommodate and 

encourage local innovation and Participatory Innovation Development (PID). 

• Encourage donors to allow for research agendas to be driven by what farmers are 

already trying to do to solve their challenges.  

• Support participatory farmer-led multistakeholder / joint innovation approaches. 
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• Funding can be put in the hands of farmers to support local innovation, allowing them 

to define the agenda. 

• Development policies and programmes of donors should not focus only on high-tech 

innovations, as many are not appropriate for small-scale family farmers. 

• Donors need to consider how to reduce the risk of innovation, especially for small-

scale farmers. 

• NGOs need to take steps to draw in researchers and advisors into joint innovation 

processes towards mainstreaming the approaches. 

A second set of recommendations is related to encouraging innovativeness and 

recognising the contribution of different knowledge sources, especially farmer 

knowledge: 

• Promote the process / ethos of innovation and not just “innovations”. 

• Recognise that farmers can be innovators, not just recipients of innovations/ 

technologies. 

• Recognise that different sources and types of knowledge have a role to play in 

developing solutions to challenges. 

• Encourage testing and adaptation of innovations and technologies by farmers and 

community members. 

• Recognise innovations that are new to an area and not completely new inventions. 

• Promote local innovation and farmer-led joint innovation as a way of improving 

livelihoods of family farmers. 

• Create awareness about local innovation and participatory innovation development. 

• Encourage/hold fairs and competitions to recognise and encourage local innovation. 

Evidence is required to influence policymakers, practitioners and any other actors, 

which calls for the following recommendations: 

• Documentation of innovation processes needs to include the roles that different actors 

have played (including external facilitators if they exist).  

• Share experiences and outcomes of multistakeholder innovation processes to create 

awareness about the potential benefits of moving away from a technology-transfer 

model. 

• Monitor the impacts of innovations and outcomes of joint innovation processes 

(including a measure of shared values between stakeholders towards a common 

objective or objectives). 

• Monitor the impacts of engaging farmers in processes of innovation and 

experimentation. 

A set of recommendations applies to the implementation of programmes and projects 

that support innovation:  

• Do not assume that local innovations / joint innovation outcomes can be introduced to 

other locations just because of farmer involvement in their development.  

• Encourage incremental changes to existing innovations and technologies to improve 

them. 

• Recognise that not all innovations need to be externally validated, especially if other 

local farmers find them to be good.  

• Do not limit innovation to technological developments, also consider social and 

institutional developments. 



51 
Prolinnova-GFAR Innovation Survey 2022  

• Provide safe spaces for innovation and experimentation where failure is recognised as 

a possible outcome and a source of learning. 

• Some local innovations can be shared but farmers should be encouraged to test and 

adapt them as required. 

• Consider that innovation needs to be supported by other interventions such as 

supporting market access and value addition (which may provide scope for further local 

/ joint innovation). 

• Multistakeholder processes require strong facilitation to ensure that farmers' voices 

are heard. 

• Introduce new instruments that support multistakeholder innovation, such as well 

facilitated innovation platforms that include farmers. 

Some recommendations were specifically targeting organisations that aim to 

mainstream these approaches within their own work programmes: 

• Integrate the concepts of local innovation and joint innovation processes into 

universities so that these concepts become recognised academically and so that 

students are exposed to alternative ways of agricultural development and research. 

• Modify job descriptions of extension agents / advisors so that they can identify local 

innovations and support joint innovation processes. 

• Bring about changes within organisations in terms of how they reward staff in order to 

foster an appreciation of local innovation and of engaging in joint innovation processes. 

The last set of recommendations is related to supporting local and joint innovation 

processes, namely: 

• Strengthen farmers' capacity to experiment. 

• Strengthen researchers' capacity to engage in farmer-led joint innovation processes. 

• Strengthen partnerships with actors that can play a role in multistakeholder innovation 

processes. 

• Strengthen local and national capacities to innovate. 

• Intellectual property (IP) rights of innovators need to be protected where there are 

innovations that can be 'stolen' and commercialised by other parties. IP can be 

protected passively by documenting it, or it can be formally protected with a patent. 

The implementation of these recommendations will strengthen the support provided to local 

innovation as well as farmer-led joint innovation processes aimed at achieving sustainable 

agrifood systems. 
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ANNEXURE 1: DETAILED RECOMMENDATIONS RELATED TO LOCAL INNOVATION AND JOINT INNOVATION  

Recommendation GFAR FAO CGIAR 
Centres 

National 
Agricultural 
Research 
Systems 

Government 
extension/ 
advisory 
systems 

NGOs Private 
sector 

Farmer 
orgs. 

Donors Academic 

ACTION: ADVOCATE TO INFLUENCE POLICIES AND PROGRAMMES 

Identify programmes and policies that need 
to be revised to accommodate and 
encourage local innovation and PID. 

      X X X         

Encourage donors to allow for research 
agendas to be driven by what farmers are 
already trying do to solve their challenges.  

X X X X   X   X     

Support participatory farmer-led multi-
stakeholder / joint innovation approaches 

X X X X X X X X X   

Put some funding in the hands of farmers to 
support local innovation, allowing them to 
define the agenda. 

X X   X   X     X   

Development policies and programmes of 
donors should not focus only on high-tech 
innovations, as many are not appropriate for 
small-scale family farmers. 

X X   X   X     X   

Donors need to consider how to reduce the 
risk of innovation, especially for small-scale 
farmers. 

X X   X   
 

    X   

NGOs need to take steps to draw 
researchers and advisors into joint 
innovation processes towards 
mainstreaming the approaches. 

          X         

ACTION: ENCOURAGE INNOVATION AND JOINT INNOVATION PROCESSES 

Promote the process / ethos of innovation 
and not just “innovations”. 

X X X     X     X X 

Recognise that farmers can be innovators, 
not just recipients of innovations/ 
technologies. 

X X X X X X X X X X 
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Recommendation GFAR FAO CGIAR 
Centres 

National 
Agricultural 
Research 
Systems 

Government 
extension/ 
advisory 
systems 

NGOs Private 
sector 

Farmer 
orgs. 

Donors Academic 

Recognise that different sources and types 
of knowledge have a role to play in 
developing solutions to challenges. 

X X X X X X X X X X 

Encourage testing and adaptation of 
innovations/technologies by farmers and 
community members. 

X X X X X X X X X X 

Recognise innovations that are new to an 
area and not completely new inventions. 

X X X X X X   X X X 

Promote local innovation and farmer-led joint 
innovation as a way of improving livelihoods 
of family farmers. 

X X X X X X   X X X 

Create awareness about local innovation 
and PID. 

X X X X X X   X   X 

Encourage/hold fairs and competitions to 
recognise and encourage local innovation. 

X X X X X X X X X   

ACTION: PROVIDE EVIDENCE OF THE BENEFITS OF INNOVATION AND PARTICIPATORY INNOVATION DEVELOPMENT 

Documentation of innovation processes 
needs to include the roles that different 
actors have played (including external 
facilitators, if they exist).  

X X   X X X   X   X 

Share experiences and outcomes of multi-
stakeholder innovation processes to create 
awareness about the potential benefits of 
moving away from a technology-transfer 
model. 

X X X X X X   X   X 

Monitor the impacts of innovations and 
outcomes of joint innovation processes 
(including a measure of shared values 
between stakeholders towards a common 
objective or objectives). 

X X X X X     X X X 

Monitor the impacts of engaging farmers in 
processes of innovation and 
experimentation. 

X X X X X       X X 
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Recommendation GFAR FAO CGIAR 
Centres 

National 
Agricultural 
Research 
Systems 

Government 
extension/ 
advisory 
systems 

NGOs Private 
sector 

Farmer 
orgs. 

Donors Academic 

ACTION: IMPLEMENT JOINT INNOVATION AND SUPPORT LOCAL INNOVATION 

Do not assume that local innovations / joint 
innovation outcomes can be introduced to 
other locations just because of farmer 
involvement.  

X X X X X X         

Encourage incremental changes to existing 
innovations and technologies to improve 
them. 

X X X X X X       X 

Recognise that not all innovations needed to 
be externally validated, especially if other 
local farmers find them to be good.  

X X X X X X       X 

Do not limit innovation to technological 
developments, also consider social and 
institutional developments. 

X X X X X X   X X X 

Provide safe spaces for innovation and 
experimentation where failure is recognised 
as a possible outcome and a source of 
learning. 

X X X X X X       X 

Some local innovations can be shared but 
farmers should be encouraged to test and 
adapt them as required. 

      X X X   X     

Consider that innovation needs to be 
supported by other interventions such as 
supporting market access and value addition 
(which may provide scope for further local / 
joint innovation). 

X X X X X X X X X X 

Multistakeholder processes require strong 
facilitation to ensure that farmers' voices are 
heard. 

X X   X X X   X     

Introduce new instruments that support 
multistakeholder innovation, such as well-
facilitated innovation platforms that include 
farmers. 

X X X X X X   X X X 

ACTION: MAINSTREAM PID BY BRINGING ABOUT ORGANISATIONAL CHANGES 
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Recommendation GFAR FAO CGIAR 
Centres 

National 
Agricultural 
Research 
Systems 

Government 
extension/ 
advisory 
systems 

NGOs Private 
sector 

Farmer 
orgs. 

Donors Academic 

Integrate the concepts of local innovation 
and joint innovation processes into 
universities so that these concepts become 
recognised academically and so that 
students are exposed to alternative ways of 
agricultural development and research. 

X     X           X 

Modify job descriptions of extension agents / 
advisors so that they can identify local 
innovations and support joint innovation 
processes. 

        X   X       

Bring about changes within organisations in 
terms of how they reward staff in order to 
foster an appreciation of local innovation 
and of engaging in joint innovation 
processes. 

X   X X X         X 

ACTION: SUPPORT AND ENABLE JOINT INNOVATION AND LOCAL INNOVATION 

Strengthen farmers' capacity to experiment.       X X X   X     

Strengthen researchers' capacity to engage 
in farmer-led joint innovation processes. 

X X X X   X       X 

Strengthen partnerships with actors that can 
play a role in multistakeholder innovation 
processes. 

X X   X X X   X   X 

Strengthen local and national capacities to 
innovate. 

X   X X   X     X X 

Intellectual property rights of innovators 
need to be protected where there are 
innovations that can be “stolen” and 
commercialised by other parties. IP can be 
protected passively by documenting it, or it 
can be formally protected with a patent. 

      X   X   X X X 

 

The application of these recommendations, which are drawn directly from the findings of the survey, will strengthen the support provided to local innovation as 

well as farmer-led joint innovation processes towards achieving sustainable agrifood systems. 
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ANNEXURE 3: PROLINNOVA-GFAR INNOVATION SURVEY FORM 

 

Innovation Survey 2022 

Introduction 

FAO is gearing up for innovation in agrifood systems, ways of working, partnerships and mindset. 

Following up on a survey amongst FAO staff to explore their perceptions of innovation, this initiative 

seeks to explore this amongst members of the GFAR/Prolinnova network.  

Please take a few moments to complete this survey, which will enhance understanding of innovation 

in FAO/GFAR and Prolinnova, as well as how innovation can be strengthened to support the 

transformation to more efficient, inclusive, resilient and sustainable agrifood systems for better 

production, better nutrition, a better environment and a better life, leaving no one behind. 

While there are many different approaches to innovation, it is important for FAO and GFAR to develop 

a shared understanding of the concept, and this survey among GFAR/Prolinnova partners represents 

one step in that process. We therefore invite you to approach this survey with the following basic 

definition used by the FAO: innovation is doing something differently than you did before. 

Getting started 

The survey has 7 parts: 

• What is innovation? 

• Why focus on innovation? 

• Innovation for sustainable agrifood systems 

• What allows for innovative organisations? 

• Future priorities 

• Questions related to local innovation and farmer-led joint innovation 

• Final thoughts 

After the respondent information, there are 24 questions (mostly multiple choice and scoring 

questions). We estimate that it will take you 15–20 minutes to complete the survey. 

To get started, please provide the following information about yourself (all fields required). The 

information below will be used to analyse the survey results, but all results will be anonymous. 

Respondent information 

Name and surname  

 

Organisation that you work for 

 

Country where you are based 

 

  

Type of organisation  

Government   

Private   

Education   
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Non-governmental organisation (NGO)   

Community based organisation (CBO)  

Farmers organisation  

Other (please explain)  

 

Your main role 

 

 

Sex 

Male  

Female  

Prefer not to disclose  

 

Survey questions 

What is innovation? 

Do you usually think of innovation as: (select one option)  

A product?  

A process?  

An invention?  

An idea?  

Something else? (please 
specify) 

 

 

Which statement do you most strongly agree with? (select one option) 

Innovations are driven by need.   

The more financial incentives you have, the more you innovate.     

The most successful innovations are based on science.  

Family farmers are the most important innovators in agriculture.    

Innovation brings progress.  

Innovation is risky and innovations must be introduced responsibly.  

  

Which words do you associate with “innovation”? (select up to 3 options) 

Science and technology  

Local knowledge and know-how     

Economic growth  

Autonomy     

Adaptation     

Risk  

Other (please specify)  

 

Is innovation always beneficial?    

Academic   

Researcher   

Practitioner   

Consultant  

Farmer  

Other (please explain)  
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Yes   

No  

 

Does an innovation that works in one place, necessarily work in another?    

Yes   

No  

 

Innovation must be new: (select one option) 

To the context where it is introduced     

In the world  

Both  

 

Innovation involves: (select one option) 

Radical/disruptive changes    

Small or incremental changes  

Both  

None (please explain)  

 

A successful innovation has impact: (select one option) 

On a very small scale  

On the whole of society  

Both  

 

Learning is a key component of innovation. Select the types of knowledge that are most relevant to 

innovation for agrifood systems. (select up to two options) 

Data (e.g. Facts and statistics)   

Information (organised data)  

Knowledge (actionable information that aids decision-making)   

Wisdom (the judgement to act appropriately to the situation)  
 

How important is codified, scientific and technical knowledge for sustainable agrifood systems?   

On a scale (1–5) where 1 is not at all important and 5 is extremely important 

 

 

  

 

How important are informal processes of learning and experience-based know-how for sustainable 

agrifood systems? 

On a scale (1–5) where 1 is not at all important and 5 is extremely important 

1  

2  

3  

1  

2  

3  

4  

5  
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4  

5  

 

Why focus on innovation? 

Why is innovation important for organisations supporting agricultural development? (select one 

option) 

Innovation is the key to creating sustainable agrifood systems and ending hunger.  

There is a lot of interest in innovation among governments, the UN and the private sector, 
and agricultural development organisations have to stay relevant.  

 

In agrifood systems, the same solution doesn’t work everywhere so the capacity to 
innovate is key for local adaptation. 

 

Emerging innovations will have important impacts on family farmers – particularly in 
developing countries – and development organisations have a key role in ensuring that 
no one is left behind. 

 

Other (please specify)  
 

Innovation for sustainable agrifood systems 

In which area of agrifood systems is it most necessary to do things differently (i.e. To innovate)? (select 

one option) 

Production  

Consumption and nutrition     

Markets and trade  

Sustainable management of natural resources (soil, water, biodiversity, climate)    

Poverty, equity and human rights  

Governance and policies  

Inter-sectoral, multi-disciplinary and systemic approaches   

Other (please specify)  

  

What types of innovation are most relevant for building sustainable agrifood systems? (select up to 

three options) 

Social innovation  

Institutional innovation   

Technological innovation   

Financial innovation   

Policy innovation  

Other (please specify)  

 

Which actors play the most important role in innovation in agrifood systems? (select up to three options) 

Research organisations and universities   

Extension agents  

Farmers, fisherfolk, pastoralists, forest-dwellers, livestock herders, indigenous peoples and 
community-based organisations  

 

Private sector  

Philanthropic foundations  

Governments  

Donors  

Other (please specify)  

 



61 
FAO/GFAR/Prolinnova Innovation Survey 2022 

What allows for innovative organisations? 

Thinking back over your career to a period when you and/or your team were particularly innovative, 

what organisational factors made the context ripe for innovation? (select one option) 

People (how people are motivated within an organisational setting to explore new ideas 
and experiment with new approaches) 

 

Knowledge (issues related to the collection, analysis, sharing and communication of 
information, knowledge development and learning) 

 

Ways of working (the way work is structured within and across the organisation)  

Rules and processes (including the legal/regulatory framework, budgeting and approval 
processes) 

 

 

What would help an agricultural development organisation to be more innovative? (select more than 

one, if applicable) 

More science   

Better partnerships   

Better coordination and collaboration across the organisation   

Creating safe spaces for staff to innovate and experiment   

Accepting to fail sometimes  

Other (please specify)  
 

Future priorities 

 

Assuming that there will be national and regional variation in priority innovations, but also that some 

innovations will be relevant to all regions, what do you think are the innovation “best bets” that would 

be relevant to all regions? (select up to three options) 

 

Digital technologies (including Artificial Intelligence)   

Biotechnologies  

Strengthening local, national and regional markets   

Sustainable, healthy and affordable diets   

Agroecology  

One Health  

Strengthening local and national capacities to innovate (e.g. Through Agricultural 
Innovation Systems and Farmer Field Schools)  

 

Other (please specify)  

 

Questions related to local innovation and farmer-led joint innovation processes 

What are the key factors that encourage or stimulate innovation by small-scale farmers? (Select three 

options) 

Incentives (prizes or payments)  

Financial / economic gain   

A need for food security   

A need for increased production  

A need for strengthening local institutions or 
relationships 

 

New market opportunity   

Other (specify)  
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What roles do small-scale farmers have in the agricultural innovation process? (Select two options). 

Suggesting where innovations are needed  

Developing their own innovations  

Working with other actors to develop innovations  

Evaluating externally-derived innovations  

Other (please explain)  

 

Farmer-led innovation development process can be best supported through? (Select one option) 

Technical inputs from external experts/institutions  

Financial support from financial / other institutions  

Participatory multi-stakeholder/joint stakeholder 
approaches 

 

Other (specify)  

 

What are the key roles of external actors to support local innovation processes? (Select two options) 

They can validate local innovations in scientific terms  

They can facilitate other farmers’ validation of local innovations  

They can improve local innovations jointly with farmers  

They can identify examples of local innovation and help to disseminate them  

They can draw other people’s attention to the knowledge and innovativeness of 
local farmers 

 

Other (please explain)  

 

What actors are most important for supporting local innovation and joint experimentation (Select three 

options) 

Farmer organization staff or members  

NGO staff  

Agricultural advisory services / development agents  

Researchers  

Private sector  

University students and their supervisors/lecturers  

Other (please explain)  

 

Why is farmer-led joint experimentation or innovation important? (Select 2 options) 

To develop locally appropriate solutions to farmers’ challenges  

To build individual farmers’ capacity to experiment, innovate and adapt to change  

To build communities’ capacities to collaborate in improving local farming  

To combine different knowledge of farmers and other actors in agricultural research & 
development 

 

Other (please explain)  
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Final thoughts 

Any final thoughts? Do you have any suggestions or concerns? Please feel free to attach or share links 

to documents that you find particularly relevant and important. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Thank you very much for your contribution! 

 

 

Please email your completed survey form by 10 July 2022 to: 
Brigid Letty 
bletty@inr.org.za 
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ANNEXURE 4: FAO INNOVATION SURVEY FORM 
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