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Food insecurity and the weak position of smallholders in food value chains are key challenges in many low- and
middle-income countries in sub-Saharan Africa. In order to increase food security and make agricultural value
chains more inclusive, donors, governments and researchers increasingly stimulate partnerships between mul
tiple actors, in which knowledge exchange, joint learning and knowledge co-creation play a central role in
reducing the time lag between research findings and their translation into practical outcomes. Yet, despite the
growing body of literature on multi-actor and cross-sector learning in these partnerships, an overview of existing
literature and a strong evidence base of results of knowledge co-creation in these platforms is missing. Based on a
systematic literature review, this paper documents existing evidence of knowledge co-creation processes in
multi-stakeholder platforms (MSPs) in sub-Saharan Africa. Findings reveal, first, many examples of positive
results, including increased yields and income for farmers; policy, regime and institutional changes; and changes
in environmental sustainability. Second, there are several limitations to what MSPs can achieve, including
limited attention for scaling up and a lack of sustainability due to dependency on donor funding. Third, there are
limitations related to the evidence base: there is a tendency to report less on failures and available findings on
the effectiveness of MSPs are mixed. Considering the evidence base, we conclude that there is a need to sys
tematically document, report and assess MSPs and not take their effectiveness for granted. A systematic lit
erature review thereby has an important added value because the critical assessment of methodological rigour
increases the credibility of results documented in the included studies.

1. Introduction
Enhancing food security and the position of smallholder farmers in
sub-Saharan Africa has been high on the agenda of governments and
international organizations (Ros-Tonen et al., 2015; Struik et al., 2014).
One-way transfer of knowledge, central in most extension approaches,
is no longer seen as being sufficient to achieve this. Instead, it is in
creasingly acknowledged that different kinds of knowledge and in
novation systems, including those of farmers, are to be combined to find
solutions for persistent challenges related to food security (Akpo et al.,
2015; Cullen et al., 2014; Lamb et al., 2016; Musvoto et al., 2015;
Nyikahadzoi et al., 2012; Pamuk et al., 2014; Schut et al., 2018; Shaw
and Kristjanson, 2014; Totin et al., 2013; Triomphe et al., 2013).
Agricultural innovation can therefore best be seen as a ‘co-evolutionary
process’ that combines ‘technological, social, economic and institu
tional change’ and can include various approaches and views on

agricultural innovation systems (Klerkx et al., 2012).
Acknowledging that farmers learn from both multi-actor and peerto-peer networks (Dolinska and d'Aquino, 2016), research and devel
opment initiatives increasingly embark on multi-stakeholder platforms
(MSPs)1 as a way to bring different kind of knowledge together. These
MSPs can be seen as a form of ‘innovation network-level interventions’
(Klerkx et al., 2012: 471) and can be defined as ‘arenas of joint learning’
(Ros-Tonen et al., 2015: 534). They are usually initiated by action re
searchers, with engagement of farmers, NGO representatives, policy
makers, extension officers, traders, processors and retailers, to jointly
diagnose problems, identify opportunities, and combine scientific and
local knowledge to undertake action with the aim being to effect change
(Cullen et al., 2014; Ros-Tonen et al., 2015). ‘Joint learning’, also re
ferred to as ‘social learning’, can be defined as ‘a change in under
standing that goes beyond the individual to become situated within
wider social units or communities of practice through social
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interactions between actors within social networks’ (Shaw and
Kristjanson, 2014: 2686). By combining different kinds of knowledge
and joint learning, new knowledge can be ‘co-produced’ or ‘co-created’
(Akpo et al., 2015; Struik et al., 2014). Through knowledge co-creation
in a multi-stakeholder setting, MSPs aim at changing certain behaviour,
practices, policies or institutions or improving livelihoods for farmers,
often the main target groups of the interventions.
There is broad agreement that by bringing together local and sci
entific knowledge, MSPs have a large potential for getting to “the root
of problems” (Malley et al. 2017:152) and bringing about innovations
and policy changes that contribute to food security, the position of
smallholders and sustainable development (Schut et al. 2016). How
ever, it is also acknowledged that performance and impact depend on
many variables, including internal and external factors (Essegbey et al.,
2017; Hermans et al., 2017; Malley et al., 2017; Schut et al., 2016),
hence an attribution problem exists.
Although literature on such platforms is extensive and increasing, a
comprehensive review of the existing knowledge base is lacking. This
paper addresses that gap through a systematic review and analysis of
peer-reviewed academic studies in terms of outputs, outcomes and
impact. It asks, what outputs, outcomes and impacts of knowledge ex
change and co-creation processes have been documented and how can
they be categorized?2
We thereby define outputs as project deliverables (e.g. establish
ment of networks, organized trainings, publications); outcomes as
changes in behaviour, practices or adoption of policies (e.g. adoption of
new farming or soil conservation techniques, improved communication
between extension agents and farmers, or less corruption in seedling
provision); and impacts as changes in broader objectives to which MSPs
aim to contribute, but which are beyond the direct sphere of influence
of a project (e.g. increase in yields or income, poverty reduction and
institutional change) (c.f. Douthwaite et al., 2003; van Tulder et al.,
2016).
This review does not claim to be the first that brings together ex
periences and literature on MSPs linked to food, agricultural practices
and natural resource management. Particularly the literature on in
novation platforms as part of the Agricultural Knowledge and
Information Systems (AKIS) literature is extensive (Hounkonnou et al.,
2018; Klerkx et al., 2013; Leeuwis and Pyburn, 2002; Schut et al., 2018;
Schut et al., 2016; Struik et al., 2014; Van Paassen et al., 2014) and
these authors can arguably be called the ‘innovation platform pioneers’.
Yet, this is the first review to our knowledge that is based on a sys
tematic literature review: a review method that aims to be as compre
hensive and complete as possible with a well-defined and clearly stated
scope (see Section 2), and which focuses on the highest quality evidence
available (Booth et al., 2016:61).
The review focuses on MSPs with a link to agriculture and in
volvement of researchers, in which knowledge exchange, joint learning
and/or knowledge co-creation are central (see Section 3.1 for inclusion
and exclusion criteria). It should be noted that the full body of
knowledge on partnerships is much larger, and also includes articles on
public-private partnerships in which the private sector usually plays a
key role. However these are left out of this review because in these
partnerships the role of academic researchers or initiatives is absent or
more hidden compared to the MSPs in this review, while they usually
have no clear focus on knowledge exchange, joint learning and
knowledge co-creation.

After making the methodology of the systematic literature review
explicit in the next section, we present the general characteristics of
MSPs. We then review the documented outputs, outcomes and impacts.
The discussion addresses the limitations of the review, after which we
conclude the paper with some implications.
2. Materials and methods
The review questions that steered the broader systematic literature
review of which this paper is a part2 were the outcome of discussions
between the authors of this study, researchers of the Inclusive Value
Chain Collaboration project,3 a librarian at the University of Am
sterdam (UvA), and representatives of the Food & Business Knowledge
Platform4 (the Netherlands). Moreover, expert advice was obtained
from scientists at the Africa Centre for Evidence, University of Jo
hannesburg, and the Dutch research funding agency NWO-WOTRO
Science for Global Development5 at a kick-off meeting of the Science of
Using Research (SURe) projects held in Cape Town in September 2017
and a SURe project meeting held in The Hague in April 2018.6
The authors developed the protocol7 for the full review with support
of the librarian. It was discussed and approved by the Science for Using
Research (SURe) International Advisory Committee of NWO-WOTRO
(see acknowledgements).
A student assistant was involved in screening the studies, allowing a
double blind review of the first set of 200 included studies to avoid bias.
In case of doubt about inclusion, studies were discussed with a third
person, the second author of this study.
2.1. Determining the scope
The scope of this review is on agriculture and food-related MSPs in
sub-Saharan Africa, which 1) come under various names (e.g. innovation
platforms, learning platforms, communities of practice) that were captured
through a long string of key terms,8 2) focus on food, specific crops or
commodities, agricultural practices, integrated management systems and
natural resource management, provided they had a link with agriculture,
3) put knowledge exchange, joint learning and/or knowledge co-creation
central; and 4) were characterized by active engagement of researchers
(see also Table 1 on inclusion and exclusion criteria).
To refine the scope, inclusion and exclusion criteria were defined
using PICO (population-intervention-comparator-outcome) as a guiding
framework (Petticrew and Roberts, 2006; Reed et al., 2015) (see
Table 1). Initially the review included all studies related to the global
South, but the scope was narrowed given limitations in resources and
capacity. While most of the listed inclusion and exclusion criteria were
determined before starting the screening, the following inclusion cri
teria were added after screening the first set of 200 studies to focus on
1) institutionalized knowledge exchange and co-creation beyond adhoc or single events, 2) agricultural practices and/or food to exclude
MSPs with no link to agricultural products, and 3) knowledge exchange
in food- and agriculture-related platforms to exclude MSPs dealing with
livestock only (e.g. pastoralism and milk production) and fisheries (see
Table 1).
3
See https://inclusivevcc.wordpress.com/. This project was narrowly related
to the project for which this systematic review was carried out as it organized
learning platforms that were studied as part of this project.
4
https://knowledge4food.net/.
5
https://www.nwo.nl/en/about-nwo/organisation/nwo-domains/wotro.
6
https://www.nwo.nl/en/news-and-events/news/2017/wotro/2017.10.25sure-kick-off.html.
7
Available at https://puttingheadstogether.files.wordpress.com/2019/11/
protocol-systematic-literature-review-putting-heads-together.pdf.
8
For an overview of all search terms see the protocol available at https://
puttingheadstogether.files.wordpress.com/2019/11/protocol-systematicliterature-review-putting-heads-together.pdf

2
This paper is part of a broader research project (see https://
puttingheadstogether.wordpress.com/), which also addresses the questions:
how is knowledge being exchanged, co-created and used through food and
business-related knowledge and learning platforms in sub-Saharan Africa? and
which factors enhance or hinder effective learning and knowledge exchange,
co-creation and use occurring through these platforms? These other questions
will be addressed in separate papers.
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Table 1
Inclusion and exclusion criteria based on the population, intervention, comparison, outcome (PICO) framework

Population
Interventions

Comparator
Outcome
Additional criteria

a

Included

Excluded

a) Studies targeting sub-Saharan Africa.
b) MSPs involving multiple actors
a) Knowledge exchange and co-creation in agriculture, food and nutrition, landscape
approaches and natural resource management through MSPs.
b) Presence of some form of institutionalization.

a) Studies unrelated to sub-Saharan Africa.
b) MSPs involving a single kind of actor.
a) MSPs with only an economic or commercial focus, no link to
agricultural products, or MSPs focusing on livestock only or on
fisheries.
b) Studies discussing knowledge exchange and co-creation on an
ad-hoc or single event basis.

a) Comparison between MSPs in different geographical settings,
b) Temporal comparison (before/after the platform)
c) Use of control groups
Articles that document a) how knowledge is created through these platforms (outputs);
b) changes related to knowledge use (outcome); and c) changes related to sustainable
institutional change (impact).
a) Studies published in the period 2012–2017a
b) Articles in English
c) Studies based on primary data

a) Studies published before 2012 and after 2018
b) Non-English articles
c) Review papers

Although the search period was restricted to 2012-2017, some publications were eventually published (assigned to an issue) in 2018.

2.2. Defining search terms and search strategy

thematic analysis.11

Search terms were defined based on the three research questions
and on scoping in Google Scholar and testing in the Web of Science,
SCOPUS and Medline databases. They were discussed with researchers
at UvA and some external experts and tested.
We followed the example of systematic literature reviews in the
field of agricultural sciences and international development studies that
usually cover two main scientific databases, namely the ISI Web of
Science and Scopus (e.g. Candel, 2014; Totin et al., 2018b; Weltin et al.,
2018). PubMed or Medline is often added to cover health aspects re
lated to food insecurity (e.g. Charlton et al., 2016; Marx et al., 2014),
but since these dimensions were not of interest for our study we
decided, in close consultation with the UvA librarian, to replace those
with Sociological Abstracts and Business Source Premier.9 These four
databases initially resulted in 2530 publications. The results were
downloaded from the databases and de-duplicated using the software
programme Refworks. This resulted in a total number of 2061 unique
references that were screened based on title and abstract, using the data
management software Rayyan to keep track of the inclusion and ex
clusion of references. In the second phase of eligibility screening, the
full text of all remaining 363 references were screened, resulting in 62
full-text articles for critical assessment (Fig. 1).

2.4. Grey literature
Websites of relevant international and professional organizations as
a source of grey literature were identified through the authors' net
works. Together with the research team of the Inclusive Value Chain
Collaboration project, we identified 46 relevant websites related to
agriculture, food, natural resources and international development.
Websites were documented in the protocol of the systematic literature
review. As there are no systematic databases on grey literature in our
field of study, relevant studies were selected using scoping techniques,
characterized by a broad-brush approach to finding the most notable
studies in the field (Booth et al., 2016: 25). We used a combination of
hand searching and key search terms while browsing through the
websites, keeping in mind the inclusion and exclusion criteria discussed
earlier. As making use of a complex strings of key words would not
work in searching websites, we used a selection of simplified search
terms like ‘platform’, ‘community of practice’, ‘knowledge’,’ learning’,
and ‘co-creation’. Terms like ‘agriculture’, ‘forest’, and ‘food’ were
added as search terms for more general databases.
In total 48 references met the inclusion and exclusion criteria.
Minimal attempts were made to evaluate them for quality, as is
common in systematic literature reviews (Booth et al., 2016: 25), be
cause these critical appraisal criteria are simply not designed for grey
literature. We therefore discussed the grey literature separately and
mainly looked for additional insights. Findings documented in the grey
literature to a large extent confirmed the results from the peer-reviewed
articles, while additional insights were mainly related to key principles,
lessons learned, do's and don'ts, and enabling and constraining factors
(Betsema et al., 2018; Brouwer et al., 2016; Clayton and Victor, 2013;
Cullen et al., 2013; Fisher and Harvey, 2012; Homann-Kee Tui et al.,
2013; Lema and Schut, 2013; Nederlof and Pyburn, 2012; van Rooyen
et al., 2013). Hence, grey literature provided limited additional in
formation to answer the research question on outputs, outcomes and
impacts.

2.3. Critical appraisal to test for methodological rigour
Based on a review of assessment criteria used in systematic reviews
of qualitative research (Hannes, 2011; Letts et al., 2007a) or mixed
method research (Kmet et al., 2004; Parris and Peachey, 2013), we
developed a list of indicators to assess the methodological rigour of the
studies preliminary included in our review (see Table 2). After critical
assessment,10 43 studies were left for the quantitative assessment and
9
Database ERIC was tested in the same way and was excluded as the majority
of search results were irrelevant for our review.
10
The indicators were used to code the studies (2 if the indicator applied
fully, 1 if it applied partially, and 0 if the indicator did not apply). This resulted
in a further exclusion of nine studies that were not based on primary data and
seven studies based on fatal methodological flaws. Studies scoring ‘0’ on two or
more criteria were discussed among the authors to decide whether the meth
odological flaws were fatal (Booth et al., 2016: 104–5). This was done for 10
studies, resulting in the exclusion of an additional three studies that were
considered methodologically too weak to provide convincing evidence (fatal
flaws). Remarkably, many articles were not explicit about how the data was
organized, coded and analysed. If this was the only methodological flaw, the
study was included.

2.5. Thematic analysis
The research included a thematic analysis based on predefined in
dicators linked to the research question. Each article was incorporated
and coded in the qualitative analysis programme ATLAS.ti. The coding
was primarily based on pre-determined themes linked to the research
11

3

Only the studies referred to in this paper are included in the reference list.
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Fig. 1. PRISMA flow diagram.
Adapted from Moher et al., 2009.

perceptions of the beneficiaries, instead of ‘measuring’ specific changes
like yields, income or farmers' well-being. The respondents who parti
cipated in the MSPs generally linked the results directly to knowledge
exchange and joint learning in the MSPs. This partly overcomes an
attribution problem, although results could also be related to other
(contextual) factors. At least 11 articles mainly focused on procedural
aspects of knowledge exchange and co-creation, and enabling and
constraining factors. These processes will be reported in a forthcoming
paper.
After presenting the general characteristics of the MSPs (Section
3.2), we present the documented outputs, outcomes and impacts in
Sections 3.3–3.5, after which we address the attribution problem
(Section 3.6) and various limitations that MSPs face to achieve these
results (Section 3.7).

question, while allowing space for inductive coding in case important
issues emerged from the data. Such inductive codes were primarily
related to platform characteristics, scalability and methodologies of
studies. Data extracted on more straightforward indicators, like type of
platform, kind of programme, actors involved, countries included,
steering roles and documented outputs, outcomes and impacts, was
tabulated in an Excel file. This proved particularly useful for capturing
data on indicators like knowledge exchange, joint learning and cocreation, which often require relatively more text to understand the
relevance and context of the findings.
3. Results
3.1. The evidence base

3.2. General characteristics of the reported MSPs

Most reviewed studies are based on a (comparative) case study
methodology with a mix of qualitative and quantitative research
methods and analyse MSPs in a specific context or compare them in
different settings (countries or regions). Five articles make use of a
social network or net chain approach (Hermans et al., 2017; Lamb
et al., 2016; Moore et al., 2014; Pérez Perdomo et al., 2016; Weyori
et al., 2018). Three studies are based on longitudinal tracking of de
velopments in the studied cases (Klerkx et al., 2013; Pérez Perdomo
et al., 2016; Van Paassen et al., 2014), while two studies use control
groups for comparison (Mapila et al., 2012; Pamuk et al., 2015). Several
studies also synthesize findings of several MSPs and research trajec
tories (Gwandu et al., 2014; Pamuk et al., 2015; Schut et al., 2016).
All 43 reviewed studies address some form of result. Most of these
are based on interviews or surveys with farmers as the end beneficiaries
of interventions. Hence the findings reported are based on the

Nearly all MSPs in the evidence base were initiated and/or fa
cilitated with donor support. In five cases the national government in
the study location supported the establishment of MSPs in order to
transform agriculture: Ethiopia (Dessie et al., 2013), Benin (Totin et al.,
2013), Nigeria (Ogunniyi et al., 2017) and Tanzania (Malley et al.,
2017; Mgumia et al., 2015). Several studies were published as part of a
limited number of projects (Table 3), whereas the geographical focus
showed an overwhelming bias towards West and Eastern Africa
(Table 4).
In terms of scope, 15 MSPs (34.9%) focused on one or more com
modity crops or their seeds; 13 (30.2%) target rural or agricultural
development in general; while the remaining platforms address in
tegrated management systems and environmental management (8 or
4
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Table 2
Critical assessment criteria to test for methodological rigour (based on (Hannes, 2011; Kmet et al., 2004; Korstjens and Moser, 2018; Letts et al., 2007b; Parris and
Peachey, 2013a; Schoneveld et al., 2015).
Criterion

Description

Scores

1. Clear research question or objective?

The research question is clear and answerable; the objective is clear
and attainable.

2. Relevant literature reviewed?

The study is linked to the broader literature on the topic.

3. Study design evident and appropriate to
answer the research question?

Design is made explicit, e.g. case study design, action research design,
mixed method design, descriptive design, exploratory design, etc.

4. Sampling methods described, relevant,
justified?

Sampling method (of cases and respondents) is clearly described and
relevant to the research question/objective.

5. Clear and relevant data collection
methods?

Data collection methods clearly described and appropriate to answer
the research question.

6. Data processing methods made explicit?

Data processing procedure (e.g. coding) made explicit.

7. Evidence of credibility/internal validity

Truth value established based on triangulation of methods and sources,
respondent validation, use of auditors, prolonged engagement and/or
persistent observations.

8. Evidence of transferability/
generalizability

Explicit contextualization and thick description of policy, legal,
institutional, geographical, socio-cultural, and/or economic context as
well as participants.
Reliability, transparency of the research process, including nonresponse; findings are based on the data rather than on the motivation
or opinions of the researcher(s).

2 = clear and compelling research question or objective
1 = vaguely defined research question or objective
0 = unclear or absent
2 = clear and relevant literature review
1 = limited review of some relevant literature
0 = no literature review
2 = study design made explicit and appropriate
1 = study design indirectly made explicit but appropriate
0 = inappropriate research design
2 = sampling strategy made explicit and well
implemented
1 = sampling strategy minimally and/or unsatisfactorily
explained
0 = sampling strategy not made explicit
2 = data collection methods clearly described and
appropriate
1 = ambiguous description of data collection methods
and/or moderately relevant for answering the research
question
0 = data collection methods not specified or justified
2 = clear description of coding and data organization
1 = very brief description of data processing
0 = data processing not made transparent
2 = credibility convincingly established by the authors of
the paper
1 = credibility deductively established by the reviewers
0 = credibility inadequately addressed by the authors or
hard to establish by the reviewers
2 = context in which the results apply is clear
1 = minimal context is given
0 = context is missing or unsatisfactorily described
2 = dependability and conformability satisfactorily
addressed
1 = dependability and conformability partially
addressed
0 = dependability and conformability unaddressed
2 = clear description of results
1 = ambiguous description of the results
0 = lack of description of results
2 = conclusions based on the findings
1 = conclusions partially based on the findings
0 = conclusions not based on the findings

9. Evidence of dependability and
conformabilitya

10. Results comprehensive and well
described

Results, including negative ones, are clearly described and presented.

11. Conclusions based on the results

a
Following Korstjens and Moser (2018) we took these two criteria together because both address the question of the subjectivity of the researcher and its effect on
the interpretation of the results, and both are established based on the transparency of the research process.

Table 3
Most important programmes and the number of studies included in this review.
Name programme

Region/country

Convergence of Science Programme (CoS-SIS)
Sub-Saharan Africa Challenge Programme (SSA-CP)
Volta Basin Development Challenge (VBDC)/Volta2 programme
Nile Basin Development Challenge (NBDC)

West Africa
Sub-Saharan Africa
Ghana and Burkina Faso
Ethiopia

16.3% each) (Table 5). MSPs that do not focus on crops can also target a
sector, territory, watershed or administrative entity.

Number of studies
9
5
2
2

innovative agricultural research interventions as important outputs of
MSPs, while eight studies report on outputs that contribute to changed
agricultural practices (outcomes) and sustainable development (im
pact). Lastly, designing bylaws, guidelines and protocols were reported
as important outputs (see Table 6).12 Eleven studies do not clearly
document outputs. Additional findings from grey literature studies in
clude detailed action plans based on collaborative planning processes
(Betsema et al., 2018) and experimentation with technological and
market options (Gildemacher and Mur, 2012).

3.3. Documented outputs
In terms of documented outputs, 11 out of 43 studies refer to newly
established linkages and networks, stronger linkages or networking as a
result of exchange in MSPs, or linkages with external partners (Table 6).
Four other studies point at increased interactions; collaboration be
tween actors; and transdisciplinary approaches. Ten out of 43 studies
describe the development of trainings and meetings as outputs of col
laboration within MSPs. Three studies report setting up trials, pilots or

12
We consider the design of such bylaws, guidelines and protocols as outputs;
their implementation as outcomes.

5
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services and premium pricing (Essegbey et al., 2017); adaptation of
conservation agriculture methods, like reducing tillage and using cover
crops for weed suppression (Lamb et al., 2016) and, in more general
terms, farmers ‘doing thing differently’, like composting using leaf litter
instead of ashes and household waste (Gwandu et al., 2014).

Table 4
Geographical focus of included studies.
Number of studies

Percentage (N = 43)b

3

7.0%

Ghana
Benin
Burkina Faso
Mali
Nigeria
Total West Africa

12
7
2
2
1
24

27.9%
16.3%
4.7%
4.7%
2.3%
55.8%

Burundi
Rwanda
DRC
Total Central Africa

1
1
4
6

2.3%
2.3%
9.3%
13.9%

Tanzania
Uganda
Ethiopia
Kenya
Total Eastern Africa

3
7
4
6
20

7.0%
16.3%
9.3%
13.9%
46.5%

South Africa
Malawi
Zimbabwe
Total Southern Africa

2
2
2
6

4.7%
4.7%
4.7%
13.9%

Country/region
Sub-Saharan Africa (> 5
countries)a

a
b

3.4.2. Policy changes and adoption of new policies
Agricultural practices are often linked to government policies, in
stitutional arrangements and international processes, hence changes in
policies and institutional arrangements are required to improve small
holders' position in value chains. The enactment of a bylaw in Ghana to
ban the use of waste car or lorry tires for cooking oil palm fruits in the
small-scale artisanal palm-oil processing industry is a documented ex
ample (Adjei-Nsiah and Klerkx, 2016; Osei-Amponsah et al., 2014). The
innovation platform contributed in various ways to this outcome: by
reframing the problem, assembling data, experimentation and learning
from collective action, information sharing and advocacy, and devel
opment of alternatives and lobbying.
Other reported outcomes include increased market access (even
tually generating impacts such as better livelihoods, higher productivity
and more diversified income) (Ogunniyi et al., 2017) and increased
market performance through reduced transaction costs (Mariami et al.,
2015). Outcomes were not limited to farmers: innovation platforms also
contributed to a better understanding among participating planners,
researchers and policymakers of the tools to engage multiple stake
holders in planning for rainwater management (RWM) through their
engagement in innovation platforms (Mulema et al., 2017). Also two
grey literature studies report on better market access through MSPs
(Bonfoh and Gbakenou, 2016; CTA, 2018), while mentioning the added
value for smallholder farmers in value chains (Bonfoh and Gbakenou,
2016) and a rapid increase in market demand by establishing a Mem
orandum of Understanding between millers and large buyers (CTA,
2018).

Articles discussing platforms in > 5 countries in sub-Saharan Africa.
Most articles refer to MSPs in several countries.

3.4. Documented outcomes
We analysed outcomes in terms of changes in behaviour and prac
tices (Section 3.4.1) and changes in policy and regime and institutional
change (Section 3.4.2). They are summariszd in Table 7.
3.4.1. Changes in behaviour and practices
Outcomes in terms of changes in behaviour an practices included
joint design, testing and discussion of new cropping systems and crop
residue management modes (Dabire et al., 2017), applying new pro
duction practices (Akpo et al., 2015); adoption of improved plantain
varieties (Weyori et al., 2018); farmers' use of agricultural advisory

3.5. Documented impacts
3.5.1. Changes in yields and income and poverty alleviation
There is quite some evidence of increased yields and/or income as

Table 5
Scope of activities of the MSPs.
Scope of MSP

Number

References

Agricultural crops
Palm oil
Cocoa
Rice
Potato
Plantain
Bulb onion
Combination of crops
Seed production

15
4
1
2
2
1
1
3
1

Osei-Amponsah et al., 2014; Akpo et al., 2015; Adjei-Nsiah and Klerkx, 2016; Vissoh et al., 2017
Adu-Acheampong et al., 2017
Totin et al., 2013; Martey et al., 2014
Ortiz et al., 2013; Pérez Perdomo et al., 2016
Weyori et al., 2018
Kilelu et al., 2014
Klerkx et al., 2013; Van Paassen et al., 2014; Essegbey et al., 2017
Mgumia et al., 2015

Integrated management systems
Crop-livestock systems
Integrated rainwater management
Integrated soil fertility management
Smallholder irrigation

7
2
1
3
1

Mariami et al., 2015; Téno and Cadilhon, 2017
Mulema et al., 2017
Dessie et al., 2013; Gwandu et al., 2014; Adolwa et al., 2017
Musvoto et al., 2015

Environmental management
Natural resource/integrated landscape
management
Conservation agriculture
Agroforestry
Climate change adaptation

8
3

Cullen et al., 2014; Malley et al., 2017; Kusters et al., 2018

3
1
1

Lamb et al., 2016; Moore et al., 2014; Dabire et al., 2017
Johansson et al., 2013
Totin et al., 2018a

Rural/agricultural development in general

13

Mapila et al., 2012; Nyikahadzoi et al., 2012; Triomphe et al., 2013; Pamuk et al., 2014; Pamuk et al., 2015; Shaw and
Kristjanson, 2014; Mulema et al., 2015; Ragasa et al., 2016; Schut et al., 2016, 2018; Hermans et al., 2017; Makate
and Mango, 2017; Ogunniyi et al., 2017

Total

43
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Table 6
Documented outputs in the included studies.
Kind of outputs documented

Specific outputs described

Peer reviewed publications

Interactions and collaboration

New or strengthened linkages and
networks

Adjei-Nsiah and Klerkx, 2016; Adolwa et al., 2017; Hermans et al., 2017; OseiAmponsah et al., 2014; Pérez Perdomo et al., 2016; Ragasa et al., 2016; Shaw
and Kristjanson, 2014; Téno and Cadilhon, 2017; Totin et al., 2013; Van Paassen
et al., 2014; Weyori et al., 2018
Johansson et al., 2013; Makate and Mango, 2017; Moore et al., 2014; Musvoto
et al., 2015
Mariami et al., 2015; Essegbey et al., 2017; Gwandu et al., 2014; Johansson
et al., 2013; Makate and Mango, 2017; Malley et al., 2017; Musvoto et al., 2015;
Ragasa et al., 2016; Totin et al., 2013; Vissoh et al., 2017
Mgumia et al., 2015; Ogunniyi et al., 2017; Schut et al., 2016
Akpo et al., 2015; Vissoh et al., 2017
Téno and Cadilhon, 2017

Increased interactions and
collaboration

Trainings and meetings
Setting up trials, pilots or research interventions
Outputs directly contributing to changes in
agricultural practices and sustainable
development

Policy and regime related outputs

Establishment of nurseries
Providing improved seeds and
fertilizers
Introducing new production methods
Establishing a water association
Implementing a an integrated
rainwater management approach
Designing bylaws, guidelines and
protocols

Akpo et al., 2015
Dessie et al., 2013
Mulema et al., 2015
Adjei-Nsiah and Klerkx, 2016; Dessie et al., 2013; Shaw and Kristjanson, 2014

Table 7
Documented outcomes in the included studies.
Kind of documented outcomes

Specific outcome documented

Peer-reviewed publication

Changes in behaviour and practices

Changes in agricultural practices

Akpo et al., 2015; Dabire et al., 2017; Gwandu et al., 2014; Lamb et al., 2016;
Mapila et al., 2012; Weyori et al., 2018
Essegbey et al., 2017

Adoption of policies
Other reported outcomes

Use of agricultural advisory services and premium
pricing by farmers
Enactment of a bylaw
Increased market access or market performance
More effective development projects

Shaw and Kristjanson, 2014

Adjei-Nsiah and Klerkx, 2016
Ogunniyi et al., 2017; Mariami et al., 2015

based on innovation platforms is more effective in reducing poverty13
than conventional extension approaches, and more effective than doing
nothing. However, results proved to be mixed. They found successful
innovation platforms which helped to alleviate poverty; innovation
platforms in areas where poverty was unaffected; and one location
where poverty had increased after the implementation of innovation
platforms. The most successful innovation platforms showed high
poverty rates at the baseline, suggesting that a catching up process
occurred, while these successful platforms were found to be “scattered
across the study region, and not confined to one or two wards or
countries with specific characteristics” (Pamuk et al., 2015: 117).

important impacts of knowledge-exchange processes in MSPs (Essegbey
et al., 2017; Makate and Mango, 2017; Mapila et al., 2012; Ogunniyi
et al., 2017; Pamuk et al., 2014; Schut et al., 2018; Schut et al., 2016;
Téno and Cadilhon, 2017; Vissoh et al., 2017). Only one study in Ba
laka, Malawi, makes clear reference of increased food security as a
platform impact (Makate and Mango, 2017), with 82.8% of involved
households claiming that food security within their household had
improved through innovation platform activities (Makate and Mango,
2017). One grey literature study reports on a reduction in the number of
food-insecure months (IFAD, 2014).
Based on their case study in Burkina Faso, Téno and Cadilhon
(2017) claim that observed increases in crop and livestock production
were a direct consequence of joint planning of activities by value-chain
stakeholders participating in an innovation platform, thanks to human
and social capacity strengthening, knowledge and information ex
change, and facilitating access to agricultural support services. In a si
milar vein, seed systems were improved through MSPs. Participants in
an innovation platform in Benin improved the seed system by learning
how to ‘act in concert’, which led to an increase in the productivity and
incomes of smallholder growers (Vissoh et al., 2017). Grey literature
documented similar positive results, including increased productivity
through improved access to inputs, efficient production technologies
and market access (Bonfoh and Gbakenou, 2016; CTA, 2018;
Gildemacher and Mur, 2012; IFAD, 2014; Mulema and Mazur, 2016).
Poverty alleviation was reported in one peer-reviewed study. In
their study of 26 innovation platforms and control groups in three
countries – Uganda, Rwanda and the Democratic Republic of Congo
(DRC) – Pamuk et al. (2015) conclude that a decentralized approach

3.5.2. Changes in environmental sustainability
There is ample evidence of improved environmental sustainability
as a result of the adoption of more sustainable agricultural and natural
management practices facilitated through innovation platforms
(Adolwa et al., 2017; Akpo et al., 2015; Boogaard et al., 2013; Dabire
et al., 2017; Dessie et al., 2013; Gwandu et al., 2014; Johansson et al.,
2013; Makate and Mango, 2017; Mulema et al., 2017; Pamuk et al.,
2014; Schut et al., 2016; Totin et al., 2018a; Totin et al., 2013; Weyori
et al., 2018). Studies found positive impacts on erosion prevention by
promoting integrated soil management (Dessie et al., 2013; Gwandu
et al., 2014; Mulema et al., 2017); land degradation prevention by
13
Poverty indicators included (i) headcount ratio: proportion of the people
living under poverty line and (ii) food consumption score (FCS): the calorieweighted average of daily consumption of a respondent (Pamuk et al., 2014).
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Table 8
Documented impacts of agriculture- and food-related MSPs in sub-Saharan Africa.
Kind of impacts documented

Specific impact described

Peer-reviewed publications

Changes in yields and income

Increases in yields and/or income

Adu-Acheampong et al., 2017; Makate and Mango, 2017; Mapila et al., 2012;
Ogunniyi et al., 2017; Pamuk et al., 2014; Schut et al., 2018, Schut et al.,
2016; Téno and Cadilhon, 2017; Vissoh et al., 2017
Pamuk et al., 2015
Dessie et al., 2013; Gwandu et al., 2014; Mulema and Mazur, 2016

Poverty alleviation
Changes in environmental sustainability and
adoption of sustainable practices

Policy, regime and institutional changes

Tackling environmental challenges like erosion
by promoting integrated soil management
Adopting sustainable farming practices
Dealing with consequences of climate change by
promoting mitigation and adaptation
Avoiding or abandoning harmful practices
Changes in government institutions, reduced
corruption, linkages to higher government
levels.

promoting conservation agriculture (Dabire et al., 2017); limiting de
forestation by promoting agroforestry (Johansson et al., 2013); adap
tation to drought by promoting integrated (rain)water management
(Adolwa et al., 2017; Totin et al., 2013) and to climate change by
promoting mitigation and adaptation (Totin et al., 2018a). In their
study on innovation platforms in Ghana, Totin et al. (2018a), showed a
decline in bush burning, which was linked to awareness raising and
regulatory activities in MSPs operational in two locations. Similarly,
Osei-Amponsah et al. (2014) and Van Paassen et al. (2014) documented
abandonment of harmful practices like tire burning in the artisanal oilpalm processing industry in Ghana.

Adolwa et al., 2017; Akpo et al., 2015; Dabire et al., 2017; Johansson et al.,
2013; Makate and Mango, 2017; Mulema et al., 2017; Pamuk et al., 2014;
Schut et al., 2016; Totin et al., 2013; Totin et al., 2018a; Weyori et al., 2018
Totin et al., 2018a
Osei-Amponsah et al., 2014; Totin et al., 2018a; Van Paassen et al., 2014
Adu-Acheampong et al., 2017; Osei-Amponsah et al., 2014; Van Paassen
et al., 2014; Vissoh et al., 2017

Cadilhon, 2017; Vissoh et al., 2017). Table 9 highlights some examples
of how knowledge co-creation can be linked to specific results. We will
elaborate more extensively on MSP methods and the process of
knowledge exchange, joint learning and knowledge co-creation in an
other paper. Fig. 2 presents the relations between outputs, outcomes
and impacts as emerged from the findings of our study.
3.7. Limitations regarding achieving results through MSPs
Despite positive results documented in the literature, the included
studies also report several limitations to achieving them through MSPs.
First, most MSPs are operational at the local level, where scalability of
initiatives and the link between local level platforms and higher scale
levels is limited (Adjei-Nsiah and Klerkx, 2016; Cullen et al., 2014;
Johansson et al., 2013; Pamuk et al., 2014; Pérez Perdomo et al., 2016;
Van Paassen et al., 2014). Too much emphasis on the local level could
imply that the higher scale levels are overlooked, whereas policies at
the national level and large-scale investments might be crucial to
change certain practices (Schut et al., 2016). However, it is also argued
that in conflict areas or settings marked by corruption and rent-seeking
behaviour, MSPs should rather focus on non-sensitive local activities,
while they may express their concerns at a higher scale level more in
formally (Van Paassen et al., 2014). Attention for linking different scale
levels in order to achieve more structural changes was discussed in the
peer-reviewed literature as well as in two grey literature studies. These
studies noted the role of innovation platforms themselves in helping the
scaling of innovations by addressing constraints, opportunities and
strategies (Dror et al., 2017; Hermans et al., 2017; Ubels and Jacobs,
2016).
Second, and related to the foregoing, is the issue of power differ
ences. If MSPs only address visible forms of power at the local level
without paying attention to more invisible power dynamics at higher
levels, their impact will be limited (Cullen et al., 2014). This also raises
questions regarding the inclusiveness of learning and innovation plat
forms. In this regard, the evidence base shows mixed results. According
to three studies, the positive impact of innovation platforms does not
vary (much) with household characteristics and is therefore not limited
to local elites, thus ruling out elite capture14 (Gwandu et al., 2014;
Makate and Mango, 2017; Pamuk et al., 2014). On the other hand, four
other studies showed that living far away from meeting places or being
of age poses challenges to participation in MSPs (Gwandu et al., 2014;
Makate and Mango, 2017; Martey et al., 2014). Martey et al. (2014)

3.5.3. Policy, regime and institutional changes
MSPs, provided that they are well constituted and positioned, can
help transform the governance, institutions and technical components
of an industry (Adu-Acheampong et al., 2017). Table 8 synthesizes the
documented impacts. In most cases, institutional changes occurred as a
result of the cooperation between traditional authorities (chiefs), the
district legislature, and authorities at the national level.
3.6. Links between knowledge co-creation and results
Most included studies report a clear link between knowledge ex
change, joint learning and knowledge co-creation in MSPs and the re
sults. They indicate the importance of knowledge co-creation facilitated
by knowledge-brokering processes for achieving these results (AduAcheampong et al., 2017; Dabire et al., 2017; Johansson et al., 2013;
Malley et al., 2017; Téno and Cadilhon, 2017; Triomphe et al., 2013;
Vissoh et al., 2017). However, most included studies are not explicit
about the used MSP methods, and in case methods are documented,
they are generally not clearly linked to results (Makate and Mango,
2017; Malley et al., 2017; Mulema et al., 2017), making it challenging
to draw general conclusions on the relation between MSP methods and
results. Schut et al. (2018) confirm that most studies on innovation
platforms do not provide insight into what type of interventions con
tribute (positively) to their functioning and impact. In many MSPs,
methods are also clearly linked to action research, making it hard to
distinguish clearly between MSP methods and research activities. For
instance, within the framework of the COS-SIS programme, diagnostic
studies and stakeholder analyses were carried out prior to organizing
innovation platforms, which were said to help in defining clear objec
tives and needs for change (Adjei-Nsiah and Klerkx, 2016; AduAcheampong et al., 2017; Essegbey et al., 2017; Vissoh et al., 2017).
Eleven studies do link certain MSP methodologies to results (Mariami
et al., 2015; Adu-Acheampong et al., 2017; Dabire et al., 2017; Gwandu
et al., 2014; Johansson et al., 2013; Malley et al., 2017; Mapila et al.,
2012; Musvoto et al., 2015; Shaw and Kristjanson, 2014; Téno and

14
Elite capture is a phenomenon where resources transferred for the benefit
of the masses are usurped by a few, usually politically and/or economically
powerful groups, at the expense of the economically and/or politically less
influential groups (Dutta, 2009).
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Table 9
Examples of knowledge exchange and co-creation in MSPs resulting in specific changes.
Example

Reference

Farmers in Burkina Faso began to use improved seeds and started to explore how they could combine these seeds with traditional ones following
knowledge exchange in an innovation platform. It became clear that using the improved seeds was profitable when there was good rainfall,
while using the traditional seeds was more profitable with low rainfall. As rainfall was usually uncertain in the study area, famers' strategy
was to combine both types.
Agroforestry experiments co-designed by farmers, researchers and extension agents in a platform in Tanzania, combined with awareness raising
and training, had positive effects on the adoption of agroforestry practices among households and performance of the planted trees.
A platform with oil-palm farmers in Benin achieved considerably more in terms of producing and distributing hybrid oil palm seedlings than
previous oil-palm development projects because of co-learning between researchers of the national oil palm research institute and
smallholders. The innovation platform paid attention to institutional aspects, such as the importance of integrity and trust, and facilitated
shared nursery management experimentation and collecting evidence about practices that work or do not work for the farmers.
An innovation platform in Ghana transformed the ways things were done in the cocoa industry. “The two mechanisms for these transformations
that stand out are shared learning and the progressive amendment of existing institutions. Both were identified by the members of the
innovation platform as instrumental in bringing about the changes documented.” (p. 5).
A study on a multi-stakeholder innovation platform for integrated agricultural landscape management (IALM) in Tanzania showed that
outcomes of using the IALM process included policy recommendations, joint learning, and innovative actions that were co-developed,
implemented, monitored, and evaluated with the local communities.
Innovation platforms in Burkina Faso provided an effective space for the joint design, testing and discussion of new cropping systems and crop
residue management models. The platforms have enabled complex innovations.

Téno and Cadilhon (2017)

showed that age of household head, household size and income were
the main determinants of smallholder rice farmers' willingness to parti
cipate in an MSP, while distance to the meeting place was the most
important constraint that these farmers faced. An obvious bias may
occur when platforms reach the ‘low-hanging fruit’ only. The study by
Vissoh et al. (2017) revealed such a bias: an innovation platform was
organized with rice farmers who showed enthusiasm, possibly ex
cluding those facing constraints to participate.
Yet, stakeholder representation is considered crucial for platform
outcomes. For instance, Gwandu et al. (2014: 89) point at the im
portance of “the consistent participation of the socially disadvantaged
members of the community (the resource-constrained), who are
otherwise commonly known to exclude themselves from such in
itiatives.”
Third, the dependency on donor funding of many MSPs raises im
portant questions regarding their sustainability and legitimacy (Dabire
et al., 2017; Ragasa et al., 2016; Schut et al., 2018). Most donor projects
are short term (up to four years) and the review showed that embedding
the platform in local institutional contexts is one of the key challenges.

Johansson et al. (2013)
Vissoh et al. (2017)

Adu-Acheampong et al. (2017)
Malley et al. (2017)
Dabire et al. (2017)

This is particularly important because MSPs often aim at changing the
intuitional and political context in which they are operating, and the
platforms often include relevant actors. Especially when platforms are
driven by researchers affiliated to foreign knowledge institutes and
these researchers fulfil a central role in the facilitation of MSPs, there is
a risk that the expertise may disappear after project closure, thus jeo
pardizing the continuation of platform activities. As most research
projects were still ongoing at the time of writing the articles, peer-re
viewed articles mainly discussed the challenge of sustaining the plat
forms, without providing evidence of whether platforms indeed were
sustained after project closure. However, a grey literature study by
Bonfoh and Gbakenou (2016) found that out of 55 identified MSPs in
Togo, only six were functional and independent after closure of the
research project. Explanatory factors for this lack of sustainable results
include, among others, a poorly defined entry point of the MSP, and a
lack of information on the roles of actors, openness to new technologies,
and long-term funding. The importance of learning and capacity
building around partnering for increased sustainability is identified as
an important role for donors (Kuenkel, 2017).

Fig. 2. Relations between output, outcomes and impacts in the included studies.
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4. Discussion

There is however a location bias: aside from our focus on subSaharan Africa, the majority of reviewed studies focus on West and East
Africa, while Central Africa and Southern Africa are much less promi
nent, and Northern Africa entirely absent (see Table 4, Section 3.2).
This is probably related to the donor policies of countries in the global
North.
A database bias (focus on Web of Science and Scopus) results in the
exclusion of grey literature but, as addressed in Section 2.4, this does
not significantly alter the conclusions of the review.
A reporting bias may occur in three ways. First, there is a risk of
multiple publication bias. We recognized this risk in some large re
search programmes such as the Convergence of Sciences Strengthening Innovation Systems (CoS-SIS) programme, where com
parative and review studies are published in addition to case studies.
Such reporting bias was minimized by excluding review articles and
meta-studies. Second, there is the risk of selective outcome bias. This
also applies to conventional reviews of literature on platforms, as there
are limited examples of ‘failures’. In their analysis of secondary data on
innovation platforms, Schut et al. (2016) did not come across any
failure and an open call to submit cases, including failures, did not yield
any result. We neither found accounts of failures and caveats in the
implemented approaches in the grey literature, although according to
one study, only a limited number of platforms were sustained (Bonfoh
and Gbakenou, 2016) (see Section 3.7).
Finally, there is a risk of performance bias. In many studies, the
authors were heavily engaged in setting up and facilitating the plat
forms. As such they were able to perceive the slightest changes that
they were unable to observe in platforms in which they were not in
volved. This may have led to a better documentation of positive results
compared to those of platforms in which they were not involved.
Interestingly, McAuley et al. (cited in Booth et al., 2012: 77) found that
such performance bias regarding the reported effects of interventions
was higher in peer-reviewed literature than in grey literature. This is
confirmed in our review, where we generally found more extensive
discussions of the risks associated with the various roles of researchers
in the grey literature than in the peer-reviewed literature (e.g. Betsema
et al., 2018; Boogaard et al., 2013; Lema and Schut, 2013; Sanyang
et al., 2014). Trying to narrow down this bias, we excluded eight stu
dies that demonstrated fatal flaws regarding reflections on the metho
dological implications of action research for the dependability and
conformability of the research and in which the dividing line between
findings and opinions was insufficiently clear.
Other limitations to the study can be mentioned as well. The first is
that, even where positive results are described, there is hardly any
evidence that MSPs are indeed the most suitable or cost-effective me
chanism to improve the livelihoods of farmers and/or increase sus
tainable development (Kusters et al., 2018; Schut et al., 2018; Schut
et al., 2016; Van Paassen et al., 2014). Schut et al. (2018), for instance,
did not find evidence that innovation platforms in the 12 case studies
that they reviewed were the most suitable and cost-effective mechan
isms to reach beneficiaries, due to a lack of a solid evidence base (Schut
et al., 2018).
Second, the changes are often reported without a control group
being included in the analysis (a.o. Mariami et al., 2015; Pamuk et al.,
2014; Vissoh et al., 2017), thus raising the question of whether positive
changes should be attributed to the MSP or to favourable conditions
beyond the platform. However, as discussed in Section 3.1, most studies
attributing positive results to a platform relied on interviews and sur
veys with participants in the MSPs who linked the results to the MSPs.
Third, changes are often reported over a short period, at a time during
which the projects are still operational or in their final stage (explicitly

This review aimed to scrutinize the existing knowledge base on
outputs, outcomes and impacts as a result of knowledge exchange, joint
learning and knowledge co-creation in food and agriculture MSPs in
sub-Saharan Africa. This is relevant, as donors, and specifically the
Dutch government, have been promoting MSPs without much evidence
of their results.
The review demonstrated several positive outputs (e.g. newly es
tablished networks, training and establishment of nurseries), outcomes
(e.g. farmers adopting sustainable farming practices, and changes in
policies and institutional arrangements), and impacts (e.g. increased
yields and poverty reduction), which were linked to the MSPs studied.
These results were, however, also characterized as isolated and very
localized ‘pockets of success’(Schut et al., 2018:112) that were not
achieved at scale.
The review also clearly indicated the limitations of MSPs, especially
in relation to achieving intuitional change and donor dependence.
Cullen et al. (2014) therefore raise the fundamental question of whether
and to what extent externally driven platforms can change practices in a
challenging environment, particularly in settings marked by conflict,
corruption or rent-seeking behaviour. MSPs are no silver bullets for all
challenges and other models that try to achieve change might be more
effective (Cullen et al., 2014: 273).
As discussed in the methodological section, meta-analysis and re
view articles were excluded from this review. In order to verify whether
these publications yield additional valuable information uncaptured by
the systematic review and to position our findings in the broader lit
erature, we analysed these excluded meta-analysis and review articles.
While results largely overlapped with the findings of the included peerreviewed articles and grey literature, the excluded articles provided an
interesting additional finding regarding the importance of context.
They showed that platforms can help changing this context leading to
regime change (Hounkonnou et al., 2018) or systemic change (van
Rooyen et al., 2017). Some of the documented changes could be di
rectly linked to the facilitation of platforms or the (action) research
associated with them (Hounkonnou et al., 2018). However, attribution
to the platforms could not always be easily established, as other factors
could have or had also played a role (Hounkonnou et al., 2018).
A final methodological observation refers to the question of whether
a time-consuming systematic review adds to the existing knowledge
base. On the one hand it does, as the procedure ensures the review to be
as complete as possible with a well-defined scope, while being trans
parent about the research methodology increases the credibility of the
findings. Notably the critical appraisal of studies as discussed in Section
2.3, which resulted in the exclusion of 10 studies with serious flaws in
the applied methodology, adds to the credibility of findings compared
to a conventional literature review, as these studies were considered
methodologically too weak to provide convincing evidence.
Yet, there are also important limitations to the findings related to
possible biases. We address three such potential biases here, namely the
publication bias, reporting bias and performance bias.15
A publication bias may include a language, location and database
bias. The language bias due to the focus on English articles – possibly
leading to underreporting on Francophone countries – is nil: a search in
the Web of Science based on the translated keywords related to learning
and innovation platforms generated 198 results, only two of which
referred to the agricultural sector, but not in sub-Saharan Africa.16

15
The Cochrane handbook for systematic reviews (Deeks et al., 2011) dis
tinguishes between selection, performance, attrition, detection and reporting
biases. The selection bias corresponds with the publication bias. The attrition
and detection biases are not addressed as we found them less relevant in the
context of predominantly qualitative research.
16
It should be noted that the search with the string of keywords (see 2.2) only

(footnote continued)
involved scientific databases; as documented in 2.4, the search for grey litera
ture was done differently (see 2.4).
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meeting with policymakers and NGO representatives in the Netherlands
organized by NWO-WOTRO and panels at the WUR SDG conference
‘Towards zero hunger: partnerships for impact’ August 30-31, 2018,
Wageningen, the Netherlands and the LANDac conference 4-5 July
2019, Utrecht, the Netherlands; to the Inclusive Value Chain
Collaboration team of the University of Amsterdam (UvA) and Royal
Tropical Institute (KIT) in the Netherlands and the University of Energy
and Natural Resources (UENR, Ghana) for helpful suggestions regarding
search terms and relevant experts and websites for grey literature; to
Janneke Staaks, librarian at the University of Amsterdam, for indis
pensable guidance in the set-up of the systematic literature review; and
to Will Disney and Emma Lucas for research assistance. We greatly
appreciate the constructive comments of two anonymous reviewers,
which helped improve an earlier version of this paper.

acknowledged in Pamuk et al., 2014). Therefore mostly short-term ef
fects are captured, which may not persist after project closure.
Despite these limitations, the findings of this study reveal ample
evidence that agriculture and food-related MSPs are a proven method to
change practices and improve the position of smallholders.
5. Conclusions
This systematic review analysed the literature on knowledge ex
change, joint learning and knowledge co-creation in agriculture- and
food-related MSPs in sub-Saharan Africa. The study shed light on re
ported positive results related to outputs (stronger networks, trainings
and established tree nurseries), outcomes (policy changes and changes
in the institutional landscape) and impacts (increased yields and in
come for farmers and environmental sustainability). Despite positive
results, the platforms discussed in the studies also had their limitations
regarding scalability, as the impact is likely to concentrate on a local
level where most of these platforms operate, while linkages to higher
scale levels are limited. Moreover, many MSPs are vulnerable due to
donor dependence. The emergence of MSPs in which donor countries
play a key role therefore raises questions regarding their continuation,
their embeddedness in the local context, and their links to higher scale
levels. The review shows limited evidence of risks and failures, due to a
tendency to underreport on unsuccessful cases and a focus on shortterm results. These limitations should be kept in mind and require an
open approach in the debate and further research on MSPs, including an
open eye for failures. In this respect, further research on the functioning
of learning and innovation platforms after project closure is re
commended. Moreover, the legitimacy of platforms deserves more at
tention, as platforms can also have adverse effects (such as elite capture
due to a focus on the ‘low-hanging fruits’) or might not be the most
effective way to achieve desired results. Lastly, maintaining colla
boration between different stakeholders or sustaining the results of
MSPs is arguably more relevant than sustaining the platforms itself.
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