
Innovation platforms practice brief 8, November 20131

Definitions
An innovation platform is a space for learning and 
change. It is a group of individuals (who often repre-
sent organizations) with different backgrounds and in-
terests: farmers, traders, food processors, researchers, 
government officials etc.  The members come together 
to diagnose problems, identify opportunities and find 
ways to achieve their goals. They may design and imple-
ment activities as a platform, or coordinate activities by 
individual members.

Innovation capacity enables groups of people to shape 
their own future by taking advantage of opportunities 
and dealing with changing situations. Some key ele-
ments of innovation capacity include: self-organization, 
learning new skills, changing mindsets, valuing others’ 
roles in innovation, having a holistic view, being able to 
adapt to changing situations, creating new ideas, recog-
nizing opportunities, being proactive, using indigenous 
ideas, and looking to the future. 

Like a cooking pot
An innovation platform is like a cooking pot. The 
pot is the container where innovation capacity can 
develop, given the right preconditions and ingredi-
ents. It is a collective cooking pot: innovation plat-
forms are about collective action to solve complex 
problems. 

One of the most important things that innovation 
platforms do is to build the capacity of their mem-
bers to innovate. This is a crucial function. Innova-
tion capacity is vital if the innovation platform is to 
achieve its aims. It is the invisible glue that ties suc-
cessful innovation platforms together—the ‘capacity 
to get things done’ (see the Definitions box). 

This brief uses the analogy of a traditional African 
cooking pot to explain how innovation capac-
ity is developed within an innovation platform. It 
draws on three examples of innovation platforms: 
in Babure, Uganda; Gwanda, Zimbabwe; and three 
regions in Ethiopia. 

Developing innovation capacity through  
innovation platforms
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Case 3: Using process documentation to maximize social learning in Ethiopia

RiPPLE, a water-supply and sanitation project in Ethiopia (www.rippleethiopia.org), used process documentation to 
record activities of the innovation platforms it sponsored. This aimed to chronicle the involvement of key actors, under-
stand how their capacity developed, check how learning manifested itself, and assess how culture enabled or hampered 
this learning. 

Social learning happened in each of the platforms, with ongoing documentation by the RiPPLE team and platform mem-
bers; across platforms through exchange visits between regional platform members; and across scales by inviting woreda 
platform members to present findings at the regional platform meeting, and woreda/regional platform members to do the 
same at FLoWS meetings. Monitoring and evaluation helped capture progress and process around these platforms too.
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Innovation platforms are widely used in agricultural research to connect different stakeholders to achieve common goals. This is 
one of a series of briefs to help guide the design and implementation of innovation platforms. A contribution to the CGIAR Humid-
tropics research program, the development of the briefs was led by the International Livestock Research Institute; the briefs draw 
on experiences of the CGIAR Challenge Program on Water and Food, several CGIAR centres and partner organizations.


