
The CoS-SIS Research Programme 

1.1  Definition and Purpose 

Convergence of Sciences-Strengthening Innovation Systems is an action research programme in Benin, 

Ghana and Mali. It carries out scoping and diagnostic studies, agrarian system analyses and participatory 

field experiments with innovation platforms at the local, district and national levels. Its purpose is to 

identify pathways for creating opportunity for smallholder farmers in West Africa. Focusing on the enabling 

conditions at levels higher than the field and farm, the Programme supports sustainable intensification of 

smallholder farming for food security. 

 

1.2 Partners and Funding 

CoS-SIS is a partnership among the Université d’Abomey-Calavi at Cotonou, Benin; the University of Ghana 

at Legon, Ghana, and the Instut Polytechnique Rural de Formation et Recherche Appliquée, at Katibougou, 

Mali; and Wageningen University, and the Royal Tropical Institute in the Netherlands. It is funded to a total 

of € 4.5 million for six years (end 2008-mid 2014) by Dutch International Cooperation. 

 

1.3  History and future  

CoS-SIS is the second phase of CoS. CoS1 (2001-2006) focused on participatory technology development 

(PTD) in Benin and Ghana. It showed that smallholders can capture only limited benefits from even the 

best-adapted and appropriate technologies because of their constrained opportunities. Hence CoS1 

researchers started to experiment with institutional change (in addition to their agronomic work). Their 

early results inspired CoS-SIS in that they convincingly demonstrated that institutional change is both 

important and feasible. CoS-SIS is currently supporting CORAF in implementing its IAR4D strategy with its 

West African partners.  

 

1.4  Personnel 

CoS-SIS employs eight post-doc Research Associates (RAs), recruited part-time from national research 

organisations and universities, and nine African Ph.D. researchers. Some of the RAs are graduates of the 

COS1 programme. The RAs facilitate Concerted action and Innovation Groups (CIGs) (multi-stakeholder 

platforms composed of key actors in an agricultural domain) at the district and national levels to 

experiment with institutional change. The Ph.D. researchers work at community level with groups of local 

people to analyse constraints and experimentally develop livelihood opportunities. The doctoral research 

feeds into the deliberations of the CIGs. The work is overseen by National, Regional and International 

Programme Coordinators, who together form the Programme Management Committee (PMC).  

Responsibility for each country programme rests with a Programme Management Team (PMT) composed 

of senior representatives of universities, ministries, R&D organisations, the private sector, NGOs and FBOs. 

The PMTs and coordinators are proving to be high-level networkers and important advocates of the 

institutional change initiated by the CIGs and PhDs.  

 

1.5  Domains reflect national priorities 

- Benin: cotton, oil palm (inter-cropping oil palm and annual crops, and the oil palm seed system) and 

integrated water management (agro-pastoral dams in the North, and rice production in valley 

bottoms in the South);  

- Ghana: palm oil and cocoa (work in the domain of small ruminants ended when the RA was 

promoted to another location by his home organisation); 

- Mali: integrated water management, integration of crop and livestock production (both in the Office 

de Niger), and shea butter (karité). 
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1.6  Key activities 

- Identifying key constraints that specific categories of smallholder farmers and processors experience 

when trying to improve their livelihoods and incomes through productive or value adding activities. 

- Identifying and researching the institutional reasons for the constraints at the local and higher 

system levels. 

- Identifying key actors, networks and mechanisms that maintain the constraints, as well as entry 

points for action to by-pass, or transform the institutional context to overcome them. 

- Assembling multi-stakeholder platforms of key actors who can be expected to engage in institutional 

change in their respective domains. 

- Enabling platform actors to experiment with institutional arrangements. 

- Institutionalising achievements in university curricula, the programmes of research institutes, 

government policies, the structure of agricultural industries, and arrangements among enterprises 

and services and in value chains.  

- Researching the processes of change and the work of the CIGs by means of real-time monitoring and 

a form of modified causal process tracing, based on two declared theories of change (intervention 

theory focused on internal and external activities and relationships of the CIGs; and power theory, 

focused on networks that have power to change or maintain institutional contexts linked to each 

domain).  

 

Ensuring that the outcomes of the action research are published and disseminated through international 

scientific media, and shared with local, national, and regional government agencies and political decision 

makers. 

 

 


