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The recent framing of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) and the emphasis on the
importance of systemic change as an impact pathway has highlighted the importance of developing
architectures of multi-stakeholder partners operating at local to policy levels. This paper reviews
current practice in multi-stakeholder partnership from the perspective of international agricultural
research organisations, particularly the Consultative Group on International Agricultural Research.
Bilateral and multi-stakeholder partnerships are not new phenomena in international agricultural
research. However the application in the strongly research centric has presented a number of
challenges. These include a tenancy to give primacy to research framing to partnerships goals and to
favour research leader ship in governance mechanisms. A related problem has been that where
multi-stakeholder partnerships have been developed impacts at scale have often been elusive. This
is often because the focus is on innovation platforms that then prove difficult to progress and scale
beyond successful pilots. These experiences raise many questions about the most appropriate role
of research in multi-stakeholder partners and about the types of partnership architectures need for
impact at scale, particularly in the context of complex problems that require systemic change as a
route to impact.

After reviewing existing practice in both the international agricultural domain and in global multi-
stakeholder partnerships tackling general development challenges, the paper develops a typology of
partnerships modes appropriate to different tasks depending on the complexity of the challenge
being addressed. This is used to explain the role of research in each of these categories and to
highlight the limitations each of these modalities places on ambitions for achieving impact at scale.

In conclusion the paper suggests that research practice and the science agenda of international
agricultural research will need to further adapt to fulfil its ambition to engage and contribute more
fully to the unfolding SDG implementation process. A critical aspect of the new science agenda is
the development and application of frameworks to help better understand how to use partnerships
as an effective tool for innovation and impact.



