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Summary  

The H2020 AgriLink project (Agricultural Knowledge: Linking farmers, advisors and 
researchers to boost innovation) seeks to stimulate sustainability transitions in 
European agriculture through better understanding the roles played by farm advice in 
farmer decision-making. This conceptual framework builds on the State of the Art described 
in the AgriLink proposal, to provide further detail and depth to the theorisation, providing a 
foundation for methodological development and data analysis in the empirical workpackages 
(WPs). Consortium members have contributed their expertise (both practical and academic) 
from a wide range of disciplines in the form of ‘primers’ (Appendix A). The Conceptual 
Framework is a living document, evolving in response to new empirical research. This 
Conceptual Framework outlines the primary theories that are anticipated for use in AgriLink. 

AgriLink is part of a series of projects commissioned by the European Commission to consider 
how to improve farm efficiency, sustainability and innovation up-take, through improved 
agricultural knowledge and innovation systems.  These projects include FP7 SOLINSA, FP7 
FarmPath, FP7 PRO AKIS, FP7 VALERIE, H2020 AgriSpin, H2020 PLAID, H2020 
AgriDemoF2F, and H2020 NEFERTITI.  As such, AgriLink is part of a broader initiative by 
the European Commission to foster “interactive innovation”. 

AgriLink addresses the question of the role of farm advice regarding farmers’ decisions to 
adopt (or not) various types of sustainable innovations (technological, process, market, social 
or organisational). AgriLink acknowledges that there is no straightforward relationship 
between innovation and sustainability. Innovation can have positive effects on certain 
dimensions of sustainability and adverse effects on other dimensions. Moreover, the effects 
of innovation are context dependent: they can be positive for certain farmers and negative for 
others. AgriLink also acknowledges that there is a risk for farmers’ decision-making to be more 
driven by path dependency mechanisms than by a thorough assessment of innovations. This 
path dependency could be linked to the innovation process itself, but also to the infrastructures 
that link farmers, knowledge and innovation systems. In such a complex situation, the role of 
advisory services is of first importance for farmers, but also for society in general. 

AgriLink will analyse the role of advisory services at different stages of farmers’ decision-
making. Following the key concepts of the Triggering Change Cycle, AgriLink will assess 
the role of farm advice at three different stages of farmers’ decision: i) in ‘triggering’ 
change processes, ii) 
during the active 
assessment of innovation 
options, and iii) during the 
implementation of new 
innovations. We will assess 
the role of advice vis-à-vis 
other sources of 
knowledge, but also try to 
better understand which 
advisory organisations play 
which role, and with which 
method. Knowledge 
intensive business 
services (KIBS) 
typologies of advisory 
organisations will be 
developed in that respect.  

AgriLink will also produce 
knowledge about the factors 
explaining the relations between farmers’ decision-making and advisory services. AgriLink will 

AgriLink Conceptual Framework Diagram 

http://www.solinsa.org/favicon.ico
http://farmpath.hutton.ac.uk/
http://www.proakis.eu/
http://www.valerie.eu/index.php/themes
http://agrispin.eu/
http://www.plaid-h2020.eu/
https://agridemo-h2020.eu/?page_id=250
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develop the key concept of microAKIS: the knowledge-system that farmers personally 
assemble, including the range of individuals and organisations from whom farmers seek 
services and exchange knowledge, the processes involved, and how they translate this into 
innovative activities (or not). Empirical research will utilise case studies framed by innovation 
areas, selected to represent the European Commission’s Strategic Approach to EU 
Agricultural Research & Innovation. Research will be undertaken in focus regions, and 
evaluate how characteristics of farming operations, the nature of the innovation and the 
regional context influence microAKIS and the relationships between different types of farmers 
and advisers. 

The landscape of farm advice is characterised by a growing pluralism, with new players 
competing or collaborating with traditional actors. These new players include SMEs and firms 
from upstream and downstream industries, but also from high-tech of KIBS sectors, as well 
as new forms of innovation and peer-to-peer learning between farmers. Our hypothesis is that 
these new suppliers of services could induce particular changes in farmers’ decision 
making. AgriLink will produce knowledge about the role played by the different providers of 

farm advice in decision making. AgriLink will also explore further the transformations of 
advisory services on the supply side, in two complementary directions. 

 AgriLink analysis of the full range of farm advisory services at regional level (R-

FAS) will enable to understand the service innovation and new business models of 
advisory service suppliers that emerge in different regional contexts and/or innovation 
areas. AgriLink will develop new typologies of advisory suppliers. AgriLink will also 
assess how the new models of advisory provision play on the quality of services, and on 
the function advice can play along the decision cycle. 

 AgriLink will also analyse the transformation of the governance structures of farm 

advisory systems, which may change the institutions, rules, and resources framing 
advisory activities. AgriLink will assess, with a comparison across seven countries, how 
these governance structures play on the access to common resources, knowledge, for 
a diversity of advisors and other AKIS actors. The analysis of governance will be focused 
on the back-office of services and how governance structures shape knowledge 
platforms, training schemes and networking in different contexts. AgriLink will assess 
the effects of a EU policy instrument on the back-office of advisory services, namely the 
EU-FAS regulation. 

A key dimension of sustainable development is that it implies new forms of linkages between 
actors. AgriLink will improve understanding of the dynamics of these linkages at different 

levels (micro, meso, macro). We will support an empirically-informed and theoretical 
discussion about i) the role of advisory services in these linkages and ii) how these linkages 
contribute to sustainability transitions. Our hypothesis is that the economical and 
sociological mechanisms at stake are context dependent, and that there is a need to 
consider the best fit of advisory systems rather than to identify best practices (or ‘silver 
bullets’).  

As a consequence, AgriLink considers that interactivity and transdisciplinarity are needed. 
AgriLink will experiment with two methodologies to set transdisciplinarity into practice. First, in 
six ‘Living Labs’, scientists will work with advisors and farmers to design new methods of 
advisory service provision. Participants will reflexively develop and test these methods. 
Second, through Socio-Technical Transition Scenario workshops, national groups across 
Europe will debate with multiple actors the possible trajectories of evolution of advisory 
services towards better fit.  
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1 Introduction  

The H2020 AgriLink project (Agricultural Knowledge: Linking farmers, advisors and 
researchers to boost innovation) seeks to stimulate sustainability transitions in 
European agriculture through better understanding of the roles played by advice in 
farmer decision-making.   

 

1.1  What is a conceptual framework? 

Conceptual frameworks typically represent an initial step in European Commission-funded 
research.  The state of the art has briefly been described at proposal stage in the Description 
of Work, which forms the foundation for the Grant Agreement. The Conceptual Framework 
builds on this state of the art, to explore further detail and depth to the theorisation, 
providing a foundation for methodological development and data analysis in the 
empirical workpackages (WPs). In the case of AgriLink, consortium members have 
contributed their expertise (both practical and academic) from a wide range of disciplines in 
the form of ‘primers’, which are appended to the overall conceptual framework. The 
conceptual framework also facilitates interdisciplinary discussion through the definition of 
terms for project use. The purposes of the conceptual framework are thus: 

 To integrate and advance academic and practical understanding of the role of 
knowledge and formal advisory service provision in farm-business decision-making; 

 To provide a consistent theoretical foundation for methodological selection and data 
analysis; 

 To define terms for common use in the AgriLink project; 

 To provide a resource to consortium members for the development of publications and 
other outputs. 

The Conceptual Framework is a living document, evolving in response to new empirical 
research. This initial framework outlines the primary theories that are anticipated for use in 
AgriLink.  

The Conceptual Framework has been designed to be read by a variety of audiences.  Section 
1 outlines the context to the AgriLink project. Section 2 presents the key challenges addressed 
by AgriLink (sustainability, innovation and AKIS). Section 3 elaborates the theoretical 
approaches and considerations underpinning this research; the bulk of this section is primarily 
intended for social science audiences. More details on concepts can be found in the various 
theory primers in the appendix1. Other readers may wish to focus on the ‘Application to 
AgriLink’ sections, which summarise the practical use and application of the theoretical 
concepts. Section 4 presents the transdisciplinary components of AgriLink. We conclude with 

research questions and next steps in Section 5. 

First, we identify the foundations for AgriLink: related projects and key concepts. 

 

1.2 The Research Context for AgriLink 

AgriLink is integrated into a set of topics that “focus on innovation as driver for rural 
development, with a particular emphasis on developing framework conditions for innovation 
and new business models adapted to the rural context, and support for skills development in 
rural communities” (Source: original call text). AgriLink specifically addresses the contribution 
of farm advisory services to this innovation dynamic. 

                                                             
1 Primers can be reached directly by clicking on the orange hyperlinks. 
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AgriLink is one of a series of projects funded by the European Commission to consider 
how to improve farm efficiency and innovation up-take, through improved agricultural 
knowledge and innovation systems.   

 

 7th Framework Programme SOLINSA (Support of Learning and Innovation Networks 
for Sustainable Agriculture) (2011-2014): SOLINSA aimed to identify barriers to the 
development of ‘learning and innovation networks for sustainable agriculture’ 
(LINSAs).  It explored how research, education, advisory services, policy instruments 
and financial arrangements might support LINSAs in cost-efficient and effective ways, 
undertaking collaborative case study research across Europe. SOLINSA findings are 
relevant to understanding knowledge network formation, and how these networks 
evolve over time.  

 FP7 FarmPath (Farming Transitions: Pathways towards regional sustainability of 
agriculture in Europe) (2011-2014) utilised the multi-level perspective to assess how 
niche innovations became mainstream in European agriculture. FarmPath also 
developed transition scenarios for 7 case study regions across Europe. FarmPath 
utilised the multi-level perspective (MLP), applying to the assessment of niche 
mainstreaming.  Findings about applying the MLP to agrarian change processes 
underpin the use of the MLP in AgriLink.  

 FP7 PRO AKIS (Prospects for Farmers’ Support:  Advisory services in European AKIS) 
(2012-2015): PRO AKIS undertook an inventory of agricultural advisory services 
across Europe, comprised of national reports, an overall synthesis, a searchable 
database and searchable director of advisory organisations. PRO AKIS also undertook 
empirical research into the new knowledge networks of small-scale farmers, options 
for bridging scientific research and farmers’ demands, and how to offer appropriate 
supports for diverse rural actions that form networks around innovations in agriculture. 
PRO AKIS findings are important for informing understanding of the different types of 
knowledge networks that farmers develop for different kinds of innovation. 

 FP7 VALERIE (VALorising European Research for Innovation in agriculturE and 
forestry) (2013-2017): VALERIE focused enabling innovation transitions on six theme 
topics: crop rotation, soil cover management and integrated pest management; 
ecosystem and social services in agriculture and forestry; management of agricultural 
soils; water management; integrated supply chain and innovative farm management; 
and recycling and smart use of biomass and food waste.  VALERIE developed a 
process for assessing the interaction between science, advisors and farmers, which 
underpinned their analysis of how scientific findings could be “co-translated” for use by 
practitioners. 

 H2020 AgriSpin (creating SPace for INnovation in Agriculture) (2014-2016): AgriSpin 
focused on identifying the ‘blind spots’ in innovation projects (e.g. between farmers 
and advisors).  AgriSpin built a network of advisers, researchers, organisational 
experts and innovation companies. AgriSpin also identified and contrasted the differing 
roles of advisory services at differing stages of the innovation process (from initial idea 
to embedding).  These findings will be further developed in the AgriLink analysis of 
microAKIS. 

 H2020 PLAID (Peer to Peer Learning:  Accessing Innovation through Demonstration) 
and Horizon 2020 AgriDemoF2F (Building an interactive AgriDemo-Hub community: 
enhancing farmer to farmer learning) (2017-2019): These projects were commissioned 
under the same call, and are collaborating to produce and inventory of on-farm 
demonstration across Europe. The projects will also identify and promote good 
practices in facilitating farmer learning through demonstration.  Demonstration is one 
tool utilised within Agricultural Knowledge and Innovation Systems. Policy 

http://www.solinsa.org/favicon.ico
http://farmpath.hutton.ac.uk/
http://www.proakis.eu/
http://www.proakis.eu/Inventory
http://www.proakis.eu/Inventory
http://www.valerie.eu/index.php/themes
http://agrispin.eu/
http://www.plaid-h2020.eu/
https://agridemo-h2020.eu/?page_id=250
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recommendations from PLAID and AgriDemoF2F will feed into the AgriLink 
governance WP. 

 H2020 NEFERTITI (Networking European Farms to Enhance Cross Fertilisation and 
Innovation Uptake through Demonstration) (2018-2021): NEFERTITI will build on the 
PLAID and AgriDemoF2F inventory to establish ten networks of demonstration farms 
across Europe: grassland and carbon sequestration; data driven decisions for dairy 
farmers; organic livestock systems; soil quality in arable crops; arable crop sensing 
and variable rate applications; organic arable crops; nutrient efficiency in horticulture; 
water use efficiency in horticulture; reducing pesticides in grapes, fruits and 
vegetables; and increasing farm attractiveness to new entrants. NEFERTITI will 
implement the best practices recommended by PLAID and AgriDemoF2F, providing 
useful cross fertilisation with AgriLink’s innovation areas. 

Members of the AgriLink consortium have been involved in all of these projects. Relevant 
forthcoming calls in the 2018-2020 Horizon 2020 work programme include RUR-13-2018:  
Enabling the farm advisor community to prepare farmers for the digital age.  

AgriLink plays a unique role within the set of European Commission-funded projects. As a 
Research Innovation Action, AgriLink has the strongest research focus of the set: the other 
projects are largely Coordination and Support Actions, which focus on assembling existing 
knowledge, rather than conceptual development and new empirical research2. AgriLink is also 
the second largest project (NEFERTITI has a budget of €7 million, the others are in the €1.5-
2 million range). This budget demonstrates the importance that the European Commission 
places on improving the understanding and functioning of advisory services in Europe. It was 
also expected explicitly from the very call that AgriLink contributes to the evaluation of 
European policy instruments, and to arenas where they are debated. 

 

1.3 The Policy Context for AgriLink 

It is not common to find a section on policy in the conceptual framework of an H2020 project.  
However, in the case of AgriLink it is important to recognise that the project is being 
undertaken in an evolving policy context that has the possibility of generating previously 
unanticipated opportunities for dissemination and exploitation. 

There are several elements to be aware of in this policy context. First is the legal framework 
that imposes specific obligations upon the EU-28 Member States in the form of the European 
Farm Advisory System (EU-FAS) regulation. The EU-FAS has been mandatory since 2007 
(EC Regulations N° 1782/2003 and EC N° 73/2009) and requires that all Member States 
establish or maintain a Farm Advisory System (FAS) to ensure farmers have access to 
relevant information, knowledge or services on the cross-compliance rules connected with EU 
farm support payments. However, the EU-FAS regulation remains controversial.  An 
evaluation of the 2007 regulation (ADE 2009), followed by an European Commission (EC) 
report on the state-of-play with the FAS, highlighted the very limited impact of the EU-FAS 
and led to a new version of the EU-FAS (EC Regulation № 1306/2013) being introduced for 
the period 2014-2020.  Further studies are needed to better understand the effects of this new, 
more flexible and open version of the regulation. 

Second, there is a complex financial framework for targeting public funds at the on-going 
development of agricultural knowledge and innovation systems (Figure 1). All H2020 projects 
focussed on agricultural knowledge and innovation systems are effectively part of a 
broader initiative by the EC to foster “interactive innovation” in which the EC recognises 
that innovation is a social process involving a range of actors, rather than a top-down linear 

                                                             
2 PRO AKIS, AgriSpin, PLAID, AgriDemoF2F and NEFERTITI are all Coordination and Support Actions.  
SOLINSA was also a Research Action.  Some empirical research was undertaken in PRO AKIS, and 
will be in AgriDemoF2F and PLAID, but the main focus of these projects is their respective inventories. 
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transfer of knowledge from science to implementation (SCAR AKIS SWG 2015). The 
European Innovation Partnership “Promoting Productivity and Sustainability” (EIP-AGRI) was 
launched by the European Commission in 2012 and is positioned as a tool for speeding-up 
innovation in the agricultural, forestry and rural sectors by streamlining and better coordinating 
existing policies and instruments.  The stated objective of the EIP-AGRI is to enable innovation 
that 'achieves more from less' input and works in harmony with the environment. The focus is 
on ‘bottom-up’ approaches and fostering cooperation between farmers, researchers, advisors, 
businesses and other actors (Ibid).   

The EIP-AGRI is implemented primarily through two EU policies: the H2020 research 
framework programme and EU rural development policy (as financed under Pillar 2 of the EU 
Common Agricultural Policy).  The interaction between these two policy domains can be 
visualised as follows (Coffey, 2016): 

 

 

 

Figure 1: EIP-Agri Implementation 

Under H2020, two new instruments were developed that support the EIP-AGRI: i) Multi-actor 
Research and Innovation (RIA) projects that aim to develop innovative solutions ready for 
application, and; ii) Thematic Networks that connect and communicate ready-to-use best 
practice. As a multi-actor RIA project, AgriLink seeks to combine practical and scientific 
knowledge to address the needs, problems and opportunities of farmers, generating 
interactions between researchers, farmers and other actors throughout the project.  

AgriLink will interact with both relevant multi-actor Research Innovation Actions (‘RIA’s e.g. 
those listed in Section 1.2) and also ‘Thematic Networks’.  Some Thematic Networks that are 
directly relevant to AgriLink include:  

• AGRISPIN on analysing innovation case studies, particularly the role of 
intermediaries (recently concluded); 

• SKIN on promoting collaboration in demand-driven innovation in short supply 
chains with the aim to generate inputs to policymaking through links to the EIP-
AGRI; 

• 4D4F on data and sensor driven decision-making on dairy farms; 

• SMART-AKIS on farm management information systems, precision agriculture and 
agriculture automation and robotics; 

• EURODAIRY on relevant innovations in support of a sustainable future for EU dairy 
farmers. 
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One very interesting new element of EU rural development policy for the 2014-2020 period is 
the provision of funding (under Measure 16 of EC Regulation No. 1305/2013) for the 
establishment of so-called ‘EIP-AGRI Operational Groups’. These are an entirely new 
structure in rural development policy. They are project-based partnerships between diverse 
groups of actors (e.g. farmers, advisers and researchers) which form specifically to tackle a 
certain (practical) problem or opportunity which may lead to an innovation.  Funding for these 
Operational Groups is provided via national or regional rural development programmes 
(RDPs) with the precise criteria / conditions for funding defined according to the national / 
regional priorities for rural development.  A total of 3,200 Operational Groups are planned in 
27 Member States and 97 RDPs for the 2014-2020 period. Some 200 to 300 are currently 
running. 

The EIP-AGRI also includes provision for the establishment of ‘EIP-AGRI Focus Groups’.  
These are temporary groups of selected experts (including farmers, advisors, and academics) 
focusing on a specific subject, to share knowledge and experiences.  Each group explores 
specific problems or opportunities, taking stock of the state of the art in research and practice, 
identifying needs from practice and directions for future research, and highlighting priorities 
for innovative actions.  The Focus Groups meet twice and producing a final report and 
recommendations.  Recent Focus Groups of direct relevance to AgriLink include: 

• Organic Farming 

• Precision Farming  

• Protein Crops 

• Short Supply Chains 

• High Nature Vale Farming 

As background to all of this is the work of DG AGRI’s Standing Committee on Agricultural 
Research (SCAR), in particular the Strategic Working Group on AKIS (SCAR AKIS-SWG).  
The SCAR AKIS-SWG is currently undergoing a transition from working in a largely 
“analytical mode” to a more “active advisory mode”.  For example, the SCAR AKIS-SWG 
recently published a Policy Brief on the Future of Advisory Services (SCAR-AKIS, 2017). This 
role is likely to develop more as the European Commission and Member States begin 
preparation for the post-2020 Common Agricultural Policy (CAP). One key driver is the clear 
indication from DG AGRI of the European Commission that there will be additional incentives 
provided under the CAP to “support the strengthening of farm advisory services within the 
AKIS systems” (EC 2017). This is clearly of great relevance for the dissemination and 
exploitation of the AgriLink project results. It was also explicit from the call that specific 
relations are expected to be established between AgriLink’s consortium and the members of 
the SCAR AKIS-SWG. 

In summary, AgriLink is well-positioned to contribute to understanding of interactive innovation 
processes in the European agricultural sector. AgriLink’s focus on the role of advisors in 
enabling sustainability can usefully inform – and be informed by – a range of projects and 
policies oriented towards enabling farmers to take up sustainable innovations. 

 

1.4 AgriLink Foundations 

The overall aim of AgriLink is to stimulate transitions towards more sustainable 
European agricultures through better understanding the roles played by a wide range 
of advisory organisations in farmer decision-making, and by enhancing their 
contribution to learning and innovation.   

Multiple publications, including the European Commission’s “Strategic Approach to EU 
Agricultural Research & Innovation” (2016a) identify the societal and political pressures to 
make agriculture more sustainable. Farmers are faced with contradictory challenges, such as 
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reducing emissions and input use, increasing animal welfare, producing environmental goods, 
enhancing social cohesion in rural areas, as well as securing their traditional roles in food and 
fibre production, and securing income in a period characterised by prices volatility and 
economic uncertainties.   

Transitions towards sustainable development thus imply the need to support innovations that 
integrate different dimensions. This situation is associated with the increasing complexity and 
uncertainty associated with innovations. As a result, there is a need to combine different 
types and sources of knowledge in agriculture: disciplinary and interdisciplinary academic 
knowledge, evidence from experiments (applied research), farmers’ local and lay knowledge, 
and knowledge carried by emerging stakeholder in agricultural debates (consumers’ groups, 
environmental associations, etc) but also by actors developing technologies outside 
agriculture (e.g. ICTs companies supporting the development of data-driven agriculture). 
There is a wide agreement among scholars that social interactions and linkages between 
actors are necessary to combine such diverse knowledge (Bilbao-Osorio and Rodriguez-Pose 
2004, Caloghirou et al. 2004).  

Agricultural advisory services across Europe are also changing: widespread privatisation 
of advisory services (Labarthe 2009, Sutherland et al. 2013), fragmentation (Garforth et al. 
2003), new businesses entering the sector (ranging from local consultancies to transnational 
companies) and reduced access to advice in situations where service provision is less 
commercially viable (Labarthe and Laurent 2013). As a result, current agricultural knowledge 
and innovation systems (AKIS) are characterised by a plethora of service provision models 
and of new forms of partnerships (public-private, etc.). This has led to a number of new 
challenges facing agricultural advisory services that AgriLink will address, including: 

 Commercialisation: increasing competition between providers, emergence of new 
players and of new business models of farm advice (Prager et al. 2016); 

 Digital revolution: the increasing role of ICT as a tool and expectation of advisors and 
farmers (e.g. decision support tools, knowledge platforms, Facebook, social networks) 
(EU SCAR SWG 2015); 

 Increasing recognition of farmers as sources of innovation and the growing diversity of 
farm structures and businesses that manage European farms, characterised by an 
increase in farm size, a growing share of farm employees in agricultural labour, and a 
role for collaborative forms of farming (Nguyen and Purseigle 2012); 

 Disconnection between advisory services and research, and mismatch between 
practice conditions and recommendation from research (Pullin et al. 2004). 

To tackle these challenges adequately, there is an urgent need to better understand the 
business models and performance of new types of advisory organisations as well as the 
diversity of farmers’ micro-AKIS and sources of knowledge. New approaches to advisory 
service provision are needed, in order to connect research and farmer-based interactive 
innovations with advisory services and to boost innovation co-creation. The effectiveness of 
the governance of farm advisory systems also requires review and up-dating. 

The major tasks in AgriLink are thus: 

 to provide a better understanding of the roles of advisory services in farmers’ decision-
making, accounting for the diversity of farming structures and styles. This will be 
achieved by undertaking a social network analysis of farmers’ microAKIS in 8 
innovation areas across 26 European regions, where the configurations of Regional 
Farm Advisory Systems (R-FAS)3 will also be described; 

                                                             
3 As defined in the Glossary (see page 188), in AgriLink we distinguish between the EU FAS (the 
advisory services funded through the European Union) and RFAS: farm advisory systems (which 
include a range of actors who provide formal advice to farmers at regional level). 
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 to set up six Living Laboratories to develop and test new advisory methods and tools 
(particularly ICTs based) to better link research and practice. AgriLink will integrate the 
reflexive monitoring of these six Laboratories to provide insights in the quality of 
collective learning, from a transdisciplinary perspective; 

 to assess the effects of governance of farm advisory systems on their contribution to 
knowledge assemblage at various level, from farmers’ perspectives, up to national and 
European policies. Specific attention will be placed on the back-office of advisory 
services: that is advisors’ training and their contribution to research and development 
(data basis, experiments) and to knowledge networks and platforms;  

 to identify promising configurations of farm advisory services in a multi-level 
perspective. Participatory workshops will be set up to identify transitions pathways 
towards service configurations that fit with the diversity of contexts and histories of 
European agricultures and AKIS. 

In AgriLink, our contention is that farmers assemble knowledge from within and outside 
of what has been conceptualised as agricultural knowledge and innovation systems 
(AKIS – the collection of agricultural information providers, the flows of information between 
them, and the institutions regulating these relations). To better understand farmers’ decision-
making processes we need to zoom in on the varied sources from which farmers and farm 

managers assemble knowledge, and the mechanisms they use, particular ICT (e.g. internet 
searches, mobile phone apps), in a broader perspective than within sectoral innovation 
systems. We then need to zoom out to better understand the role of advisory services in micro 
AKIS, and how these can be better governed. 

The AgriLink workpackage (WP) structure demonstrates this range of tasks and scales (Figure 
2): 

 

 

Figure 2: AgriLink WorkPackages (WP) Structure 

 

AgriLink will thus work at a range of scales: farm-level micro AKIS (WP2), regional farm 
advisory services (WP2), and European and national level governance of farm advisory 
systems (WP4), and the connections between. The Living Laboratories will transect these 
scales to develop and test new advisory practices (WP3). Transition pathways for the future 
development of advisory services will be developed in WP5. 
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1.5 Structure of the Conceptual framework 

In reviewing the state of the art for proposal development, it became clear that there is no 
single overarching framework which adequately addresses the range of topics and 
scales of work proposed by AgriLink. In particular, there is a disconnection between 

literature on decision-making at farm level, innovation in advisory service provision and the 
governance of agricultural advisory services at national and European levels. In the 
description of work, specific objectives of WP1 ‘Multi-level framework’ are: 

 Develop a nuanced, multi-level conceptualisation of farm advisory systems based on 
literature review and empirical validation that improves understanding of farmer 
decision-making and knowledge assembly, and allows the analysis of ‘linking’ between 
micro and macro level processes; 

 Develop a theoretically informed foundation for the establishment and assessment of 
farmers’ micro- AKIS and R-FAS (WP2), Living Labs (WP3), analysis of governance 
structures including the EU-FAS review (WP4) and Socio-technical Scenario 
Development (WP5); 

 Facilitate the development of a theoretically informed assessment of ‘well-connected 
and effective advisory systems’, including novel communication techniques and 
business models that translate and preserve both practical and scientific knowledge. 

The AgriLink Conceptual Framework is thus already oriented towards connecting 
micro-level farmer decision-making processes to the governance and functioning of 
the farm advisory sector. Key terms and concepts to be defined include: microAKIS, regional 
FAS, focus regions, Living Labs, governance structures of back-office, evaluation of EU-FAS, 
multi-level perspective (MLP), socio-technical transition scenarios, and interactivity (see the 
Glossary for further details). 

In this document, we first address the definitions of AKIS, innovation and sustainability, as 
core challenges for AgriLink. We then outline major concepts in the three levels of conceptual 
and empirical work (farm, advisory system and governance). We then present the AgriLink’s 
transdisciplinary dimension, undertaken through Living Labs and Transdisciplinary Scenario 
Building. The multilevel perspective (MLP) is presented as an option for linking between the 
three levels, but also for supporting the development of transition scenarios.   
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2 Sustainability, Innovation and AKIS: Conceptualizing the 
challenges addressed by AgriLink 

AgriLink was funded under H2020 call RUR-14-2016 “Advisors' roles in the functioning of AKIS 
and advisory policies boosting innovation in sustainable agriculture”. The definitions of 
“innovation”, “sustainable agriculture” and “AKIS” are thus key to achieving project objectives, 
and are elaborated in this section. 

 

2.1 Sustainability 

The sustainable development of agriculture is a longstanding European Commission 
policy principle (see Council Regulation (EC) No 1257/1999, Marsden, 2003, Wilson, 2007). 
The notion of sustainable agriculture particularly gained prominence through the Brundtland 
Report (World Commission on Environment and Development, 1987), ‘Our Common Future’, 
where sustainable development was defined as “development that meets the needs of the 
present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs”.  It is 
widely agreed that increasing the sustainability of agricultural systems is a necessary and 
important objective (Pretty 2002). However, the definition of sustainable agriculture is 
highly contested (Robinson 2008).  

 

2.1.1 Key concepts about sustainability 

Sustainability is widely conceptualised as comprising three facets: environmental, 
economic and social (Velten et al. 2015, Kuhlman and Farrington 2010). Early work on 

sustainable agriculture emphasised environmental sustainability, particularly the benefits of 
organic farming and low input agriculture. The Commission of the European Communities 
(1999) communication “Directions towards sustainable agriculture” has a strong focus on 
environmental sustainability, suggesting that sustainability is about balancing the use of 
natural resources for long-term agricultural production with the protection of the 
environmental and cultural heritage in line with society’s values.  

In response to the 2007 world food crisis, the productivity of agriculture has increasingly been 
emphasised in sustainability debates. Terms like ‘sustainable intensification’ and ‘ecological 
modernisation’ have gained traction. The potential for agriculture to provide viable livelihoods 
for its producers, and to support vibrant local communities, has also been recognised. This 
‘triple bottom line’ of environmental, social and economic sustainability typically also includes 
a provision that development must not compromise the ability of future generations to meet 
their own needs. The multi-faceted definition inevitably creates grey areas where one aspect 
of sustainability is traded off against another. This is further complicated by recognition that 
particular actions or technologies can contribute to sustainability in some contexts but 
not others.  For further background on sustainability see Primer 25 (Elzen et al. Primer on 

Sustainable Development). 

 

2.1.2 Application to AgriLink 

In AgriLink, we proposed to utilise the three-fold definition of sustainability. For agricultural 
practices to be sustainable, they must be economically viable, environmentally beneficial, 
yield appreciable benefits to society (e.g. local employment, access to common pool 
resources), while not compromising the potential of future generations to meet their 
own needs. This ‘triple bottom line’ model of including environmental, economic and social 

aspects of sustainability has been widely used in the sustainable agriculture literature (e.g. 
Rasul and Thapa 2004, van Calker et al. 2005) and provides an imperfect but practical option 
for conceptualising sustainability.   
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In AgriLink, we do not propose to formally measure the sustainability of the innovations 
developed or adopted by farmers or advisory services. Sardain et al. (2016) argue that 

over 20 years after sustainability was identified in Agenda 21 as a principal objective for 
nations, there is no agreement on how to measure sustainability. For AgriLink, a key problem 
is that farming advice typically addresses individual farmers while sustainable agriculture 
should be defined at the farm system level (Frater and Franks 2013, Ryan et al. 2016). 
Sustainability can only be accurately assessed through observing how the innovation is 
applied within the overall farm system, not by assessing any characteristics of the innovation 
itself at the farm where it is initially applied. Thus the focus of research on the advisory system 
and the objective of assessing innovation for sustainable agriculture are not readily 
compatible. Rather than addressing sustainability at farm level, we will include the 
apparent potential for innovations to contribute to sustainability as part of our criteria 
for selection.  

We operationalised this idea by choosing innovation areas that combine (positively or 
negatively, with synergies or trade-offs) different dimensions of sustainable development (see 
Table 1 below). The innovation areas were selected to represent the challenges 
identified in the Strategic Approach to EU Agricultural Research & Innovation (EC, 
2016a) (identified in the columns in Table 1). Each innovation area illustrates the difficulties of 
combining different dimensions of sustainable development, and the need to combine 
knowledge from different sources and of different types.  

Table 1:  AgriLink Innovation Areas 

 Environment, climate and 
resilience 

Growth and Jobs Food security 

 Climate 
change 

Eco-
efficient 

Pests & 
diseases 

ICTs Busines
s dev. 

Social 
cohes° 

Bio-
divers. 

Food 
prov. 

Technological Innovations (focus on ITs) 

1. ICTs in vegetal 
production  

X  X X    X 

2. IOTs in animal 
production 

X X  X   X X 

Process Innovations / Farming Practices (focus on integrated ecological farming) 

3. Biological pest 
control 

 X X    X  

4. Soil improving 
cropping systems 

X X X    X X 

Market and financing Innovations (focus on diversification) 

5. New products, 
markets and 
services  

 X   X    

6. Innovation in value 
chains 

    X X   

Social and organisational innovations (focus on collaborative organisations) 

7. Collaborative 
management 

 X    X X  

8. Particip. support 
tools and services 

 X X X     
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The eight innovation areas have been chosen to cover the diversity of innovations at stake in 
agriculture: from technological innovations (with Information and Communication 
Technologies – ICTs- and Internet of Things – IOTs) to organizational and social innovation, 
for instance associated with new forms of collective management of land or labour within and 
between farms. The eight innovation areas also address the three pillars of sustainability: 
economic (technological and market innovations), environmental (process 
innovations/farming practices) and social (social and organisational innovations). 

These innovation areas raise different questions or challenges for farm advisory services that 
are described with more detail in Box 1 (page 20).   

A second implication of AgriLink’s view on sustainability is that AgriLink will thus 
consider the identification of ‘best’ or ‘good’ practices to be context dependent (i.e. the 

‘ideal’ role of advisory services in sustainability transitions is expected to be different in 
different situations, following recent development about the ‘best fit’ of advisory services, see 
Birner et al. 2009 or Prager et al. 2017).  For further information on the definition of ‘good 
practices’, see Primer 2 (Laurent’s Primer on “Binging” and “Not Binding” Good 
practice). 

 

2.2 Agricultural Innovation 

The European Commission’s Standing Committee on Agricultural Research AKIS SWG 
reports draw on OECD (2009) definitions of innovation:   

 An innovation is the implementation of a new or significantly improved product (good 
or service), or process, a new marketing method, or a new organisational method in 
business practices, workplace organisation or external relations. Innovation activities 
are all scientific, technological, organisational, financial and commercial steps which 
actually, or are intended to, lead to the implementation of innovations. These activities 
themselves need not to be novel, but are necessary for the implementation of 
innovations 4.  

 

2.2.1 Key concepts about agricultural innovation 

In considering innovations in AgriLink, we are concerned both with the process of 
producing new innovations and the adaptation and up-take of existing innovations 
(either on farms or in advisory services). It is widely recognised that innovations are rarely 
produced in isolation, or adopted without modification (either to the innovation itself or how it 
is utilised or implemented). 

In line with the general innovation research, early work on innovation in agriculture focused 
on the up-take of technologies. Technological innovations were conceptualised as being 
developed through research, and disseminated by agricultural advisory services, or in some 
cases directly to farmers. Work by Rogers (1962, 2010) and others promoted the 
‘adoption/diffusion’ model. It became the primary model for agricultural extension. The 
approach identified different rates and types of adopters, following an S curve: a small number 
of innovators, followed by a larger number of early adopters who became opinion leaders, 
convincing the ‘early majority’ to follow and ultimately the late majority (who remain somewhat 
sceptical) (Padel, 2001). This work emphasised the transfer of knowledge about innovations 
from advisors to farmers, and from innovator and early adopter farmers to other farmers. 

                                                             
4 The Oxford English dictionary defines ‘to innovate’ as to “make changes in something established, 
especially by introducing new methods, ideas, or products”. ‘Innovation’ is defined as the action or 
process of innovating. 

file:///C:/Users/ls40359/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/Temporary%20Internet%20Files/Content.Outlook/6I6RPKD7/Binding%23_2)_
file:///C:/Users/ls40359/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/Temporary%20Internet%20Files/Content.Outlook/6I6RPKD7/Binding%23_2)_
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Smith et al. (2010) argue that innovation studies broadened from a focus on promoting cleaner 
technologies in the 1980s to system-level changes in production and consumption. As such, 
innovation studies expanded from a technology focus, to current definitions which include 
methods and concepts. Smith et al. (2010) also identify a broadening of understanding of how 
innovations emerge: early work emphasised economic price signals, whereas more recent 
work utilises innovation systems perspectives. Systems perspectives emphasise co-
development of innovations, involving multi-actor processes and partnerships. Learning and 
change are shared and responsive to contexts (Klerkx et al. 2012). The iterative processes of 
innovation development and mainstreaming are developed particularly within the multilevel 
perspective (MLP), explored in Section 4.2. 

One of the aims of AgriLink is to understand and actively stimulate innovation processes.  
However, as Klerkx et al. (2010, p. 458) point out – agricultural innovation is not inherently 
good or value free.  It is driven by different views, and is normatively laden. In addition, both 
costs and benefits must be assessed, as well as their distribution among social groups. 
Innovation for agriculture is typically linked to the concept of sustainability – innovations are 
assumed to address at least one aspect of sustainability (economic, social or environmental). 
While this is fair - an innovation which does not have the potential improve either the economic, 
social or environmental condition of the farm unlikely to be taken up in any case – it also 
illustrates the point that there are sustainability trade-offs in what innovations can be 
expected to achieve (Nelson and Nelson 2002, Tuomi 2002). Inevitably, some innovations 
will achieve one aspect of sustainability at a cost to another. These trade-offs contribute to 
explanations of variable adoption rates. 

 

2.2.2 Application to AgriLink 

To account for these multiple dimensions of the innovation debate, AgriLink’s foundations 
incorporate four important pillars: 

a) AgriLink does not restrict the definition of innovation to technological innovation, but 
integrates process, marketing and social or organisational innovations; 

b) AgriLink will study innovation areas where the contribution of innovation to 
sustainability is a matter of debate, hence there is a specific role for advice to play in 
that respect; 

c) AgriLink will explore innovation at different scales, and includes farmers who did not 
adopt innovations in the analysis; 

d) AgriLink does not only analyses innovation but also aims to promote participatory 
methods for the innovation within and through services, through six Living Labs5. 

The empirical research in WP2 will address four key focuses of sustainable 
innovations: technological, processes and farming practices, marketing, and social 
and organisational, following classical taxonomies on innovation (OECD 1992). To account 
for this variety of situations, AgriLink will assess the role of advice in 8 innovation areas. The 
eight innovation areas were chosen to represent the challenges identified in the Strategic 
Approach to EU Agricultural Research & Innovation.   

  

                                                             
5 A Living Laboratory is a gathering of partnerships in which businesses, authorities, citizens and other 
relevant stakeholders work together to create, validate, and test new services, business ideas, markets 
and technologies in real-life-contexts. 
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Box 1. The eight innovation areas of AgriLink 

Innovation areas 1 & 2: ICTs in vegetal production & IoTs in animal production:  Information and 
communication technologies (ICTs) provide different functions for farmers and advisors: monitoring 
practices, supporting decision (how much nitrogen, water or pesticides to use?), networking with other 
farmers, etc. They come with various support (software, smartphones, etc.) and use different sources 
of data. These technologies are often claimed to provide a more efficient use of resources, for instance 
by taking into intra-field heterogeneity to better adjust spraying. Internet of Things (IoT) implemented in 
animal production has enabled the automatic monitoring of individual animals and groups of animals 
for meat, milk and egg production, as well as monitoring of animal behaviour, health and welfare, 
productivity and reduction of emissions. ICTs and IoT are brought to farmers by very diverse actors 
(SMEs, agro-industries, farmers’ cooperatives, applied research institutes, universities, or even 
farmers themselves), many of which have recently taken on new roles in advice provision, 
changing the farm advice landscape. 

Innovation areas 3 & 4: Biological pest control & Soil improving cropping systems: There are 
many debates around new agricultural practices that could combine productivity goals with societal 
aims like pesticide reduction or climate change mitigation. Biological pest control is a typical example. 
It includes the use of natural auxiliaries – acting as predators, parasites, pathogens, and competitors – 
to control pests and reduce the damage they cause on plants and animals. Soil quality management is 
another example. The quality of agricultural soils in the EU is under severe pressure due to declining 
soil organic matter, erosion, compaction, salinization, desertification, etc. More sustainable cropping 
systems and agronomic techniques are therefore needed, including new types and combinations of 
soil-improving crop rotations, reduced tillage, intercropping and under-sowing, crop varieties, farm 
machinery, etc. For both practices, the challenge for advisory services is to lead farmers to 
change their farming strategy and combine new scientific knowledge and tools with local ones 
to implement them into their specific farming systems. 

Innovation areas 5 & 6: New products, markets and services & Innovation in value chains: 
Examples of new products include the introduction of new crops to take advantage of demand growth, 
products differentiation and labelling (DOP, organic, free range, carbon zero, low water footprint, etc.) 
addressing niche and specific market segments. New services result of farmers’ diversification 
strategies (such as tourism). They include new ways of delivering the products to the consumers (direct-
sell of baskets using ICTs, opening farms to consumer’s direct pick, etc.). There is a need to address 
new business models and multi-actors co-innovation at local level aiming at capturing the add-value of 
products and services (club of producers, crowdfunding, food hubs, etc.). This type of innovation tend 
to be interactive by nature and involve farmers, farmers’ associations, different types of advisors (local 
development organisations, etc.), consumers, local communities, NGOs, retailers, tourism operators, 
scientists, policy makers, etc. Advisory functions are thus taken in very complex assemblages 
within value chains, involving new categories of actors and direct relations with consumers. 

Innovation areas 7 & 8. Collaborative management & Participatory support tools: The profitability 
of many crop and livestock enterprises depends to a great extent upon the willingness and capacity of 
farmers to collaborate and pool their resources. Numerous examples of collaborative action exist for 
optimizing the use of on-farm capital assets (e.g. “machinery rings” for sharing farm equipment), and/or 
off-farm natural resources (e.g. communal grazing of mountain grasslands) and/or labor (e.g. collective 
farm tenure). A common feature is that the management of certain farming activities can become a 
shared task between farmers, or between farmers and other actors. Social and organizational 
innovation also concern the collective development of participatory tools and services by and for the 
farmers. This includes collaborative pest warning management systems, where farmers and advisors 
contribute to data collection and dissemination about the presence of pest on a territory, or participatory 
breeding systems, for instance in organic farming. This collaborative dimension of farming changes 
not only the functions of advisory services (facilitation, data quality management, human 
resources management, etc.), but also potentially their clientele, as the persons in charge of 
farm management and implementation might not be the owner of the farm (but managers, 
employees, associates, etc.). 
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In AgriLink, we are considering three types of innovations: innovations that increase 
the sustainability of farms, innovations in advisory service provision and innovation in 
the governance of advisory services. We are also interested in how innovations are initially 

produced, and how they are developed and disseminated. As such, we are interested in 
innovation at multiple levels.  

In AgriLink WP2, we will be assessing the adoption and spread of specific innovations on and 
between farms. It will be important that these innovations are clearly definable (i.e. so that we 
can readily distinguish adopters from non-adopters). This is fairly clear cut in relation to 
technological innovations, but less so for innovations involving new practices or network 
engagement. Also in WP2, AgriLink will identify good practices in advisory service provision. 
These practices are expected to reflect the particular characteristics of the innovation (e.g. 
innovations involving ICT may require different supports than innovations involving 
environmental collaboration.  

In AgriLink WP3, the Living Laboratories will specifically develop innovations in innovation 
support services (Figure 3). The topic of innovation in service provision will be addressed in 
Section 2.3. 

 

 

Figure 3: Living Labs in AgriLink 

 

2.3 Agricultural Knowledge and Innovation Systems (AKIS) 

The term AKIS (Agricultural Knowledge and Innovation System) is commonly utilised 
in current European policy documents, and the text for the AgriLink call.  However, the 
term is not consistently defined. The original construction of AKIS as ‘Agricultural Knowledge 
and Information Systems’ was developed by Röling and others in the 1980s and 1990s (Röling 
1988; Röling and Wagemakers 1998). Röling (1991) defined AKIS as: 

The persons, networks and institutions, and the interfaces and linkages between them, 
which engage in or manage the generation, transformation, transmission, storage, 
retrieval, integration, diffusion and utilisation of knowledge and information, and which 
potentially work synergistically to improve the goodness of fit between knowledge and 
environment, and the technology used in agriculture. (1991, p. 10) 
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2.3.1 Key concepts about AKIS 

The current usage of the term AKIS (where “I” is short for Innovation) more accurately 
represents the literature on AIS (Agricultural Innovation Systems), a concept which 
emphasises a broader network of organisations and the focus on new products, processes 
and forms of innovation. The two approaches to AKIS can be considered competing (Dockès 
et al. 2011) or complementary (Klerkx et al. 2012). Recent SCAR AKIS working group reports 
utilise the term AKIS to refer to the definition of AIS identified in Dockès et al. (2011), original 
source Leeuwis and Ban (2004):  

a network of organizations, enterprises, and individuals focused on bringing new 
products, new processes, and new forms of organization into economic use, together with 
the institutions and policies that affect the way different agents interact, share, access, 
exchange and use knowledge.  

For the purposes of consistency, in AgriLink we will define AKIS simply as:  “the collection 
of agricultural information providers, the flows of information between them, and the 
institutions regulating these relations”.  For further information on the history and 

conceptualisation of AKIS, see Primer 1 (Sutherland and Labarthe Agricultural 
Knowledge and Innovation/Information Systems primer). 

The AKIS concept thus identifies a wide range of actors, processes and policies influencing 
agricultural innovation.  The relevant actors are pictured in Figure 4.  

 

 

Figure 4: Actors involved in contemporary AKIS (source: SCAR 2012) 

 

Critical theory has been applied as a theoretical underpinning of AKIS by Röling to criticize 
the linear (realist) process of innovation as ‘applying’ of scientific findings to practice (see 
Primer 3: Van Hulst’s primer on Communicative Action and Agricultural Innovation 
Systems). The idea of an AKIS explicitly acknowledges diverse objectives, including social 
and environmental sustainability. 
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Within the definition of AKIS/AIS, there are two broad perspectives that have been adopted, 
distinguished by Klerkx et al. (2012) as the infrastructural and process approaches6. The 
infrastructural approach focuses on the innovation support infrastructure, essentially a static 
image of the actors (e.g. advisory services, research institutions) and infrastructure (rules, 
regulations and physical infrastructure) which directly influence innovation outcomes. The 
PRO AKIS FP7 project is an example of this approach (Knierim et al. 2015): the inventories 
collected provided static images of the actors in the national AKIS and how they were 
governed and funded (see Figure 5 for an example). 

 

 

Figure 5: Example of AKIS Diagram from PROAKIS - Denmark case 

Source: http://www.proakis.eu/inventory 

Process approaches emphasise the interactive development of technology, practices, markets 
and institutions. AKIS is seen as largely self-organising, and focused around achieving a 
particular end (Klerkx et al., 2010).  This is most consistent with the approach to AKIS adopted 
in the FP7 SOLINSA project ( Moschitz et al. 2015). This project focused on the processes (i.e. 
how knowledge was created, exchanged and implemented), albeit primarily in relation to 
‘alternative’ agricultural practices (in contrast to mainstream commercial agriculture). Case 
studies included farmer study clubs that integrated a variety of actors to improve the 
sustainability of dairy farmers, and a co-operative of ‘care farmers’ in the Netherlands.  

In AgriLink, the infrastructural and process approaches will be utilised together, to assess the 
structure of the R-FAS, and the processes involved in microAKIS. 

Other options for considering the array of actors (including objects like technology) include 
assemblage theories. Assemblages are heterogeneous collections of elements (material and 
immaterial, sentient and non-sentient) that are constantly evolving. The appeal of 
‘assemblage’ thinking is that it identifies entities as heterogeneous and evolving, embodying 
the ongoing coexistence of diverse power arrangements (Allen, 2011). Assemblage theory is 
an alternative to ‘systems’ thinking of ‘agricultural knowledge systems’: both include a wide 
range of actors and the role of technologies (particularly digital) in mediating knowledge flows. 
For further information assemblage theory see Primer 10 (Sutherland et al. How farmers 
assemble knowledge for innovation).  For further information on the impact of ‘Big Data’ on 

                                                             
6 Klerkx et al. (2010) also identified a ‘functionalist’ view, but this is not well developed.  
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farming and advisory service provision, see Primer 5 (Micheloni’s primer on Digitalisation 
of agriculture and big data). 

 

2.3.2  Application to AgriLink: Infrastructural and process approaches 

In AgriLink we propose to utilise both the infrastructural and process approaches described in 
Section 2.3.1. The infrastructural approach identifies the actors and associated rules 
(including regulations) of AKIS; it is important to understanding the structure and functioning 
of the regional farm advisory services (R-FAS), and how they are influenced by the EU farm 
advisory regulations. The process approach emphasises the interactive development of 
technologies, practices and institutions. It is important to understanding on-farm innovation 
and microAKIS. Having both perspectives is particularly useful in a multilevel perspective, and 
will be applied in different WPs. 

In WP2, AgriLink will identify a set of farmers who have, have not or have ceased adoption of 
a particular innovation (described in Box 1). The data collection will have several foci. The first 
is to identify the sources of the information and support farmers drew on in deciding to (or not 
to) implement a particular innovation (i.e. the structure of their microAKIS). The second is to 
analyse the processes in which innovation decisions are embedded (e.g. informal networks, 
decision-making approaches, sequences of events). The third is to analyse the farm-level 
constraints and opportunities for engaging with innovations. These include the geographical 
features of the farm (e.g. land capability), the technological preparedness (e.g. ICT access) 
and the history of farm-level engagement with advisory services of various forms. The concept 
of microAKIS is further elaborated in Section 3.1.2. 

In WP3, AgriLink will establish or develop six ‘Living Laboratories’, where scientists, advisors 
and farmers work together to develop new advisory techniques, in response to particular 
industry issues. This approach will focus on the processes of knowledge exchange. The 
concept of communicative rationality is particularly relevant here – it is the process of 
facilitating communication between scientists, advisors and farmers that new forms of advisory 
technique or service provision are expected to emerge. 

In WP4, AgriLink will evaluate the EU-FAS, using a combination of structural and process 
approaches to assess how specific policies and governance approaches influence the 
structures and processes of advisory services ‘on the ground’ in the case study countries.  The 
three different discourses proposed by Röling (2009b), based on Habermas, may be useful to 
identifying the different ways that power is understood and exercised in the EU-FAS system.  

In WP5, the transition scenarios are expected to address both infrastructural and process 
approaches: the desired infrastructure under particular scenarios, and the processes 
associated with reaching these infrastructures, and characterising the associated AKIS. 
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3 AgriLink Multi-level Framework: Key concepts for better 
understanding the role of advice in decision making 

Figure 6 demonstrates the interplay of AgriLink concepts to better understand the role 
of farm advice in farmers’ decision making regarding different innovation areas. At the 
centre are farmers (and farm households), making decisions about how to manage their 
businesses. Major decisions are conceptualised as occurring cyclically, in stages, largely in 
response to ‘trigger’ events. During these change processes, farmers influence and are 
influenced by advisory services, researchers and other sources of knowledge (inside and 
outside of the agricultural sector). A key feature of AgriLink’s model is its dynamic dimension 
that enable to capture both path dependency and transition mechanisms. 

In our model, the sources of farmers’ knowledge are conceptualised as farmers’ ‘micro-
AKIS’, developed within the Innovation Environment.  In our conception, these microAKIS 
are both dependant on a given innovation or technology adoption process, but they are also 
partly determined by structural characteristics of the farms. A key feature of the project is that 
decision making will be described both form farmers who adopted innovations and 
farmers who did not (either because they could not or chose not to adopt). 

Central to AgriLink is then to understand the role of farm advisory organisations in this dynamic 
model of decision making. By advisory organisations we understand the set of organisations 
that enable farmers to develop farm-level solutions, enhance skills and coproduce knowledge 
with advisors, are included in the enabling environment. Farm advisory services include 
traditional advice providers (chambers of agriculture, public bodies, etc.), farmer-based 
organisations (unions, associations, cooperatives, etc.), independent consultants, 
NGOs, upstream or downstream industries, and high-tech sectors. They can provide a 
range of services, including R&D, advice and brokering. In other words, they can be active at 
different steps of the decision making, and use different methods at these different steps. 

The actors in the innovation environment are influenced (e.g. and sometimes funded) through 
the broader policy and institutional environment, which includes EU legislation and EIP Agri 
activities to enable innovation in the agriculture and forestry sectors. 

 

Figure 6: Representation of AgriLink key concepts 
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3.1 Processes of farm-level decision-making   

“Improved understanding of farmers' decision making processes across the EU” was the first 
specific impact requested in the AgriLink (RUR-14) call. In this section, we consider two 
aspects of decision-making: the general process of farm decision-making, and the role of 
knowledge and networks in farm decision-making. 

 

3.1.1 Key concepts about farmer decision-making 

Numerous studies in recent decades have considered farmer decision-making, but primarily 
in relation to outcomes. Actual processes of decision-making are difficult to quantify, as 
decision-making processes are typically iterative, informal, and farmers themselves 
may not be conscious of the processes involved. Several theories of human behaviour 
coexist in social sciences. Some economic approaches rely on methodological individualism, 
assuming that decisions are made through an internalised cost-benefit analysis process. 
Policies to encourage farmers to make particular decisions (e.g. to engage in agri-
environmental schemes) tend to be based on this approach. However, this approach of the 
economic behaviour does not reflect the complexity of the drivers of decision-making 
(Sneddon et al. 2011). Other economic approaches (e.g. evolutionary economics, institutional 
economics) analyse how economic decisions are embedded in specific technological paths, 
institutional frameworks or socio-cognitive norms. They have built tight collaborations with 
other disciplines in order to make the most of the recent advances of studies on behaviour. 
AgriLink is an illustration of such a pluri-disciplinary perspective. 

In recent decades, social psychology theories have increasingly been applied to the analysis 
of farmer decision-making. Ajzen’s (2005, 2011) Theory of Planned Behaviour, for example, 
draws attention to social norms and practical limitations, in addition to the attitudes or values 
associated with the objective of the decision-itself (see Sutherland 2010, 2011 for applied 
examples). In the Theory of Planned Behaviour, the decision to make a change is actively 
planned – the decision-maker has clear motives for considering a particular action, and 
actively considers the practical limitations (e.g. planning restrictions, financial barriers) as well 
as social considerations (what the neighbours or other people of importance would think of 
the action).  

Other research focuses more strongly on particular aspects of this three-fold model. For 
example, work on the social construction of the ‘good farmer’ has focused directly on the role 
of social norms and identity in influencing farmer behaviour (e.g. utilising Bourdieu to 
conceptualise normative identities as ‘good farmers’, Burton 2004, Sutherland 2013). In van 
der Ploeg’s (1994) work on farming styles, he argues that farms are limited in their ‘room for 
manoeuvre’ by their degree of technology and market integration. Markets, technology and 
social norms do not determine what type of farming will be carried out, but they provide the 
context in which different trajectories are possible. 

In the AgriLink Description of Work, the Triggering Change Model was identified as a 
key approach for further development. In developing this model, Sutherland et al. (2012) 
argue that owing to the path dependency of farms, major changes in farming trajectory 
occur largely in response to trigger event(s) (e.g. crop failures, low commodity prices, 
succession, retirement). In response to these trigger events, farmers become more active 
knowledge seekers, choosing and implementing a new course of action. If successful, 
these new actions become part of a new path dependency (see Figure 6). 

The model draws on social psychology theory (the ‘elaboration likelihood model’ – Petty and 
Cacioppo 1986) to demonstrate that while farmers are locked in path dependency, they 
engage largely in ‘peripheral route processing’ of new information – giving it superficial 
attention but storing it for potential later use. Changes are incremental. Following a ‘trigger 
event’ (which can range from the gradual integration of a successor or recognition of long-
term financial losses to more sudden shifts such as loss of staff or the emergence of new 
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market opportunities), farmers more actively seek and assess information using ‘central route 
processing’, which leads to more durable change. New changes are implemented but take 
time to develop and consolidate. If unsuccessful, the period of active assessment continues; 
if successful, the changes become the new norm and farmers become path dependent on 
using the new innovation. 

It is important to note that the triggering change conceptualisation represents an idealised 
process. Triggers are often unpredictable, and thus may occur at any stage in the change 
process, or may indeed be removed, leading to an early return to path dependency or active 
assessment. This can result in deviations from the process as outlined above.   

 

3.1.2 Application to Agrilink:  Knowledge and Advisors within MicroAKIS 

One of the aims of AgriLink is to further develop the Triggering Change Model in 
relation to farmer microAKIS and advisory service provision (see Figure 7). This model 
is based on social psychology. Path dependency represents the steady, current trajectory 
characteristic of most farms.  Farmers are typically heavily invested in infrastructure of various 
forms (e.g. buildings, knowledge, labour) that are suited to their current production practices. 
Farmers accumulate information during this phase, but typically give it minimal attention. It is 
through a trigger event (e.g. successor wanting to take an active role in the business, ongoing 
financial losses, new opportunities) that the farm decision maker(s) start to actively acquire 
information and seek out options to change the farm trajectory. New innovations are actively 
considered and evaluated, and then implemented. The implementation phase is fragile, as the 
innovation is adapted for on-farm implementation and new knowledge is being consolidated. 
Once the new pathway is embedded in the knowledge, practices and technologies of the farm 
business, the farm returns to path dependency. 

 

Figure 7: The Triggering Change Model 

Source:  Sutherland et al. 2012, p. 144 

 

There are several entry points for developing the model in AgriLink: formation of the 
microAKIS, the role of advisors and the role of non-knowledge related factors in decision-
making. There is also potential to utilise the Triggering Change Model to understand 
transitions in advisory service provision. 

Micro-level agricultural knowledge and information systems (micro-AKIS) is the 
knowledge-system that farmers personally assemble, including the range of individuals 

and organisations from whom farmers seek services and exchange knowledge, the processes 
involved, and how they translate this into innovative activities (or not). The ‘Active Assessment’ 
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process identified in the model is where the farmer(s) actively form the microAKIS associated 
with the innovation they are considering adopting. The microAKIS is further revised through 
the implementation and consolidation phases, forming part of the path dependency in terms 
of information access for future innovation processes. 

Advisors can play a role at any stage – general awareness-raising during the path dependency 
stage, active advice provision during ‘active assessment’ and ‘implementation’. H2020 
AgriSpin findings demonstrate that advisors are particularly important during the development 
of innovation implementation (see also www.agrispin.eu). Advisors may also be part of a 
trigger event, making farmers aware of particular activities or performance issues (e.g. 
accountants reporting poor financial returns may actively encourage farmers to consider 
different courses of action). Advisors can also strategically target farmers who are likely to be 
undergoing a transition process (e.g. farmers who are approaching retirement, have recently 
identified a successor, or who are in an industry which has been experiencing a financial 
downturn). 

Decision-making at each stage is also influenced by motivations, social norms and the 
constraints of the farm household and farm itself. An innovation that addresses a particular 
issue in one context (e.g. to undertake a new type of production) may not suit a different 
context (e.g. owing to limitations on land capability or labour availability within the household). 
It is important to recognise that in these circumstances, the lack of information, or connection 
to particular networks is not the only driver. Although knowledge plays an important role in 
decision-making, it is not the sole determinant. 

The Triggering Change Model may also be helpful for assessing change processes in the 
farmer/advisor/researcher interactions in the WP3 Living Labs. Advisory services and 
research institutions can be expected to have path dependency (i.e. to be invested in particular 
patterns of service provision and stakeholder engagement). Triggers may be necessary to 
initiate a major change in the way these institutions interact; considerable active information 
seeking can be expected before a change in trajectory occurs.  For further information see 
Primer 27 (Sutherland’s primer on Triggering Change.) 

 

3.2 The role of knowledge and learning in decision-making 

Although the Triggering Change Model identifies different types of information seeking and 
processing which occur at different points in farming trajectories, it does not address the 
specific processes farmers undertake to acquire and adapt new knowledge, or the role 
of intermediaries (human and technological) in those processes, for farmers adopting 
innovation as well as for those who do not (either because they cannot or because they chose 
not to adopt). These are areas in which AgriLink will develop the Triggering Change Model. In 
this section we consider how conceptualisation of knowledge and learning and inform 
development of the Triggering Change Model for use in AgriLink. 

 

3.2.1 Key concepts about the role of knowledge in farmer decision making 

Several generations of theories of knowledge, knowing and learning can be identified, with 
different focuses and epistemological assumptions (i.e. about the nature of knowledge). Many 
have gradually been extended to include collective as well as individual learning. Distinctions 
of knowledge, knowing and learning are much contested so one person’s ‘learning approach’ 
might not be the same as another’s. Theories distinguish between those that take account of 
interaction such as knowledge exchange and co-creation or co-production of knowledge and 
the more linear idea of ‘knowledge transfer’. Approaches to knowledge, knowing and learning 
draw on a range of different traditions and many different theories. All these approaches have 
important roles to play in the context of AgriLink but care is needed in drawing out their 
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underpinning assumptions to recognise what to draw on when, including in design for learning 
see Primer 16 (Blackmore’s primer on Theories of knowledge, knowing and learning).     

When assessing knowledge exchange and development, two general forms of 
knowledge are typically identified: tacit (implicit) and codified (explicit) knowledge, a 
distinction which can be traced back to Polanyi (1958). Implicit knowledge or ‘know how’ is 
acquired through practice and experience, and is not necessarily related to cognitive learning 
(Curry and Kirwan, 2014). Riding a bicycle is a frequently mentioned example where people 
successfully undertake an activity without necessarily being able to explain how they do it. In 
contrast, explicit or codified knowledge can be easily reported and documented (e.g. through 
scientific reports), although it may require translation into more adapted knowledge, suited to 
practical application (see EU SCAR 2012). The two types of knowledge are associated with 
different types of learning (Nonaka and Takeuchi 1994): tacit knowledge is gained through 
experience, whereas codified knowledge is gained through more formalised training or 
education7. However, it is not always easy to distinguish between the two types of knowledge, 
as they develop interact – innovations developed tacitly can be tested and developed 
scientifically, or generalised for communication to other actors. Codified knowledge can be 
adapted into tacitly understood practices. 

Considerable research in recent years has addressed the way that knowledge (amongst other 
resources) flows and is altered through networks. Conceptualisations of the structure and 
influence of these networks often draws on the concept of ‘social capital’, which can be defined 
as “the features of social organization […] that can improve the efficiency of society by 
facilitating coordinated actions” (Putnam 1993, p. 167). Social scientists have long since 
rejected the notion that linear knowledge flows from scientists to extension agents to farmers 
are the best way to ensure innovation in the sector (van Crowder and Andersen 1997; 
Chambers et al. 1989; Dockés et al. 2011, Röling and Wagemakers 1998). The SCAR AKIS 
SWG and EIP Agri similarly emphasise the importance of ‘interactive innovation’, 
whereby innovation is conceptualised as a social process involving a range of actors. 

Garforth et al. (2003, p. 324) argues that “an almost universal finding from studies of farmers’ 
sources of information and influence is that ‘other farmers’ are their most frequently reported 
source”. Recent research has emphasised that both knowledge gained through experience 
and exchange with peers and scientific knowledge are important for achieving 
sustainability in agricultural systems (Curry and Kirwan 2014, Labarthe and Laurent 2013, 
Tovey 2008). Instead, innovation and up-take of new farming technologies or practices are 
widely accepted as resulting from iterative engagement in non-linear knowledge networks or 
systems. In line with this, recent literature emphasises the importance of advisors as 
facilitators of knowledge exchange within these systems (Österle et al. 2016, Cristóvão et al. 
2012). Owing to the privatisation of many advisory services across Europe, farmers tend to 
rely increasingly on ‘free’ advice offered by various private companies (e.g. as part of input 
supply or specialised procurement, see for instance Compagnone et al. 2015 for an overview 
in France). This situation raises many questions regarding the reliability of farm advice and 
‘trust’ has been found to be particularly important. Both Sutherland et al. (2013) and Bartoli et 
al (2012) found that private advisors based in commercial supply companies built up trust over 
time with their clientele (i.e. that long-term customer relations were valued more than short-
term profits through heightened sales). The apparent bias of ‘free’ advice associated with input 
sales is thus not necessary realised in practice. 

The concept of ‘LINSAs’ (Learning and Innovation Networks for Sustainable Agriculture) was 
developed in the FP7 SOLINSA project as an alternative to traditional understandings of AKIS, 
specifically as a means to understand transition pathways ‘alternative’ agricultural 
approaches, which are likely to be more sustainable (such as organic farming). In SOLINSA, 
LINSAs were defined as “networks of farmers, food producers, consumers, NGOs, experts 
and local administrations, looking for alternative ways to produce food and contribute to rural 

                                                             
7 Kitchener (1983) identifies a third level of learning: knowing about the nature of knowledge. 
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sustainable development” (Ingram et al. 2013). LINSAs primarily develop outside of the 
traditional AKIS, and develop organically on the basis of perceived need, typically starting with 
informal collaboration between individuals, and becoming more formalised through time. The 
identified networks are explicitly goal-oriented in terms of increasing the sustainability of 
agriculture. Processes of social learning (learning in specific contexts, including tacit 
knowledge) and innovation are key. Within the LINSA conceptualisation, knowledge exchange 
and co-production are understood as leading to innovation up-take and development. There 
is an implied assumption that up-take of particular actions is a matter of learning (i.e. that 
learning occurs through the adoption process). While tacit knowledge certainly is gained 
through active engagement with an innovation, it is important to note that farmers can 
legitimately reject a potential innovation, not as a refusal to learn, but as a legitimate 
assessment that the innovation does not fit their needs or capabilities (for further information 
see Primer 18 (Kunda’s primer on  LINSAs and www.solinsa.org).   

Numerous studies have shown the role of geographical proximity and the importance of 
spatial relations in the process of information and knowledge transfer, and in the 

diffusion of innovations (e.g. Audretsch and Feldman 2004, Boshma and Frenken 2011, 
Capello 2014). DiMaggio and Powell (1983) point to a phenomenon of "institutional 
isomorphism" which refers to a convergence and homogenization of actors' behaviours in the 
same sector or territory. This reflects localised rules and norms and the spatial characteristics 
of the region. Geographical proximity effects are thus particularly strong within sectors. Social 
networks may also be lodged in particular spaces (see Primer 7, Galliano primer on 
Geography of innovation and farmers’ adoption behaviour). 

Science and technology studies focus on investigation of science as a social phenomenon, 
including the processes of scientific knowledge (co)creation and technological innovation. 
Recent decades have seen critiques of the dominance of science as the provider and 
distinguisher of valid knowledge, emphasising instead the validity of dialogue-based practices 
of knowledge co-creation (see Primer 24, Adamsone-Fiskovica’s primer on Science and 
technology studies). 

 

3.2.2 Application to AgriLink:  Infrastructural and Process MicroAKIS 

AgriLink will focus on specific decisions made by farmers in relation to adoption or non-
adoption of specific innovation areas (technologies or methods selected for empirical research 
in WP2).  We will focus particularly on the assembly of information from a range of 
sources (the ‘micro-AKIS’ each farmer/decision-maker assembles in the process of 
adoption). Our concept of microAKIS enables us to bridge process and infrastructural view in 

farmers’ decision marking (see Figure 8). 

 

Figure 8: Integrating the Triggering Change model and farmers' microAKIS 

The infrastructural micro-AKIS encompasses the sources of knowledge on which farmers 
draw to make decisions surrounding adoption, implementation or non-adoption of a particular 

http://www.solinsa.org/
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innovation (see the discussion of ‘infrastructural’ perspectives in Section 2.3).  These can be 
drawn as a diagram. They are thus specific to the farmer (or farm decision-making body) and 
the particular innovation.  

The infrastructural micro-AKIS also includes the characteristics of the farm, farmer and R-
FAS.  These include development goals of the farmers, available labour, technologies, skills, 
internet access, land capability and available advisory services of various forms (e.g. fee for 
service, public/private). As such, the infrastructural micro-AKIS details the capability of the 
farm and farmer, and the available resources, particularly as they relate to information access 
and knowledge exchange. 

The process micro-AKIS addresses the interactions that occur over the period of time in 
which the farmer considers developing or taking up an innovation.  These processes include 
the active consideration of options, interactions with peers and advisors, and the facilitative 
role played by technologies (e.g. mobile phones, internet access) in mediating these 
relationships. AgriLink’s microAKIS concept thus enables integration of both sources of 
codified (Decision Support tools, etc.) and of tacit knowledge (peer-to-peer learning, etc.). 

In developing a methodology for assessing microAKIS and the influence of advisory service, 
there are issues in identifying the sample population. In developing the Triggering Change 
Model, interviews were conducted with the ‘primary farmer’ or ‘primary decision-maker’ on 
farm holdings. This term is increasingly problematic. As a methodological issue, it is 
highlighted here to raise awareness (see Box 2). 

  Box 2:  Who is the ‘decision-maker’? 
 

Who makes the decision?  Although most research into farmer decision-making 
recognises that decisions are commonly made by households (as part of ‘family farms’), 
the empirical research almost exclusively focuses on the ‘primary farmer’ as the unit of 
analysis. This is complicated by the increasing diversity of structures in agriculture: no 
longer is family farming necessarily the norm. Decisions could be made by individuals, 
partnerships of various forms, board of directors, farm managers, employees or a 
combination. ‘Decisions’ may also be dictated by suppliers or regulators. An important 
paper by Farmar-Bowers and Lane (2009) demonstrates that different types of decision 
within the same farming business may be made by different groups (e.g. some decisions 
are made at household level, whereas others are made by formal business partners).  
Focusing on the ‘primary farmer’ may discriminate against spouses (particularly women) 
and younger household members who play a major role in decision-making 
 
Demographic characteristics, particularly gender and age, are also important 
considerations.  The individual identified as the ‘primary farmer’ is typically an older man. 
Spouses and successors of either gender could be involved in the decision-making 
processes, and may indeed have final say.    Protection of the male spouse’s identify as 
a farmer (even in cases where a female spouse has substantial influence and/or financial 
control due to off-farm employment) has been demonstrated in the gender in agriculture 
literature. 
 
This situation calls for pragmatic methodological choices when studying microAKIS: i.e. 
to adapt the perimeter of the analysis (data collection and processing) to the actual 
pattern of the decision making for the studied innovation. 
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3.3 Conceptualising the R-FAS 

The Regional Farm Advisory Service (R-FAS) is the full range of farm advisory 
organisations in a given region, and their connection to wider AKIS organisations. 
Change in advisory practice can be addressed at the level of the relation between a farmer, 
at the level of the advisor collective (e.g. those sharing some professional norms), at the level 
of the organization (in line with new business models) or at the policy level (how are some 
advisory practices institutionalized). In this section we first present options for characterising 
farm advisory service (KIBS) suppliers, based on the functions that these services can play 
regarding farmers’ decision making and innovation. AgriLink also acknowledges the fact that 
advisory service suppliers act in the context of evolving systems.  

 

3.3.1 Key concept about service providers within R-FAS: KIBS 

In the AgriLink Description of Work, it was proposed to analyse farm advisory services 
as Knowledge Intensive and Business Service (KIBS) organisations (Gallouj 2010, Miles 
et al.1995), “whose primary value-added activities consist of the accumulation, creation, or 
dissemination of knowledge for the purpose of developing a customized service or product 
solution to satisfy the client’s needs” (Bettencourt et al. 2002, p. 100). KIBS are depicted as 

essentially relational activities (Gadrey 2000). For many authors, this specificity of services as 
an economic activity implies the need for specific analytical frameworks (Drejer 2004), in both 
economics (Gadrey 2000, Hill 1999) and management sciences (Sundbo 1996, Sørensen et 
al. 2013). A strong emphasis of this research track is put on the specificities of innovation 
dynamics within KIBS. KIBS are also increasingly acknowledged as important contributors to 
the performance of the sectors who are their clients. The debates now focus on KIBS impact 
on growth and smart specialisation at regional level (Corrocher and Cusmano 2014); but also 
about how innovation in KIBS play on innovation dynamics in other sectors (Muller and Zenker 
2001). Nevertheless, this work tends to concentrate on the role of KIBS on innovation in urban 
areas (Simmie and Strambach 2006). The role of KIBS in rural areas and agriculture needs to 
be further understood (Klerkx and Proctor 2013). 

Different authors have developed, based on empirical studies, some original typologies of 
organisations and innovations in services, including KIBS (Gallouj and Savona 2009, Hipp and 
Grupp 2005). A decisive added value of such frameworks is to identify the effects of 
various types of suppliers on the performance of services (Djellal and Gallouj 2009). 
These studies are based on quantitative and qualitative data. A key dimension in these 
typologies relies in providers’ conceptions of where the customer fits in the service delivery, 
both in the relational dimension of the activity (front-office) and in the investments for 
knowledge updating (back-office). It often leads to typologies differentiating technological 
KIBS organisations (based on industrial models of diffusion of services based on ICTs) from 
professional ones (based on relational models supported by the specific competences of 
advisors). Members of AgriLink’s consortium have started to adapt such frameworks to the 
agricultural sector (Labarthe et al. 2013, Prager et al. 2016). A specificity of the relations 
between demand and supply for KIBS in agriculture is that they cannot be depicted as classical 
consultancy markets where private firms compete. They involve much more complex settings 
where various forms of organisations (consultancy cabinets, cooperatives, chambers of 
agriculture, upstream and downstream industries, farmers’ associations) compete and/or 
collaborate to provide services (Knierim et al. 2017).  Further information on KIBS is available 
in Primer 14 (Marques and Labarthe’s primer on Knowledge-intensive business 
services and related literatures). 
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3.3.2 Key concepts about the changing roles and methods of Advisors within R-FAS:  
Knowledge brokering 

Agricultural innovations, particularly those innovations leading towards more 
sustainable agriculture, are increasingly seen as emerging in and best advanced by 
multi-actor learning networks where different stakeholders with their various kinds of 
knowledge meet, and negotiate and institutionalise new meanings and new farming 
practices (Šūmane et al. 2017; Moschitz et al. 2015; Wood et al. 2014; Oreszczyn et al. 2010, 

Knickel et al. 2009). Knowledge or learning networks make explicit the interactive and 
participatory character of knowledge generation and innovation, with all the stakeholders, 
including the farmers, being active partners and knowledge co-producers. In order to reach 
different stakeholders’ mutual understanding and learning, and enhance the generation of 
innovation, the interactions between and within these groups of actors need to be facilitated. 
Knowledge brokerage or intermediary activities to reduce knowledge gap is key in enabling 
multi-actor learning networks and in integrating various knowledge cultures (Tisenkopfs et al. 
2015).  

While all actors potentially can become knowledge brokers, it is expected that agricultural 
advisors take a central mediator role and facilitate connections and knowledge exchange 
among various stakeholders for joint learning. In such multi-actor environment or networks, all 
the actors are co-creators of innovation. The notion of knowledge brokerage has changed. 
Knowledge brokering involves facilitating interactions, learning and co-creating of innovation 
among various stakeholders. Brokering refers not only to overcoming knowledge gap, but a 
range of social, ideological, cognitive and other kind of gaps. Therefore the concept of 
innovation broker and systemic facilitator appears. Innovation brokering is no longer 
associated systematically with agricultural advisors, it can be whatever actor performing these 
functions of innovation facilitation. 

Knowledge brokerage is organised around boundary objects - entities “shared by several 
different communities but viewed or used differently by each of them, being both plastic 
enough to adapt to local needs and the constraints of the several parties employing them, yet 
robust enough to maintain a common identity across sites’’ (Star and Griesemer 1989, p. 393). 
Boundary objects are tangible or intangible - a trademark, a publication, a code of practice, a 
website, a strategic paper, an idea etc. – and are of shared interest for participants and 
therefore create interfaces for their communication, interaction and coherence (ibid). Boundary 
work and objects can be viewed in three domains: learning, innovation, and sustainability. The 

dynamic and outcomes of boundary work in innovation networks develop a shared knowledge 
base, coproduce innovation and help to negotiate sustainability (Tisenkopfs et al. 2015). [See 
Primer 15: Šūmane and Tisenkopfs’ primer on Knowledge brokering, network learning, 
transition from ‘advisor’ to ‘facilitator’]. 

In more general terms, AgriLink will enable to produce new empirically grounded knowledge 
about the methods used by advisory organisations at different step of decision making, 
including new forms of knowledge brokering. It will be a task in the development of WP2 
methodology to develop typologies of these activities.  

 

3.3.3 R-FAS as system 

Primer 26 (Lane’s primer on Systems and Complexity) describes systems thinking (or 
systems practice or systems thinking in practice) as an approach to thinking about and acting 
in the world that recognises interconnections and contexts by creating systemic (holistic) 
representations of what ‘we’ perceive about situations. Systems thinking deals with  
understanding inter-relationships, engaging with multiple perspectives and reflecting on 
boundary judgements (i.e. where the boundaries between systems are set, and how these are 
negotiated or traversed). 
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Lane argues that in identifying ‘systems of interest’ in any particular situation it is helpful to 
appreciate three broad areas in which ‘systems’ are generally understood and used by people, 
practitioners and academics alike: 

• Natural systems ─ individual living organisms or wider biophysical entities like 
ecosystems, the planet Earth or the solar system. 

• Engineered (purposive) systems ─ mechanical equipment, vehicles, computers, 
heating or irrigation systems etc., and 

• Human (purposeful) systems ─ organizations (agricultural advisory agencies, NGOs, 
government departments, community services etc.), the food economy, agricultural 
education, agricultural policies, programmes, projects, etc. 

Across these three broad areas the first two are usually approached using more systematic 
and scientific methods and methodologies as the systems are more often seen as ontological 
realities while the third area is more often treated through a systemic lens where ‘soft’ 
representation of the system of interest is used as an epistemological device and the systemic 
inquiry framed as supporting a learning system (Checkland 1999, Blackmore 2010). Any such 
typology is subject to challenge and in recent years there has been much interest in social-
ecological and socio-ecological systems which tend to merge the first and third types 
mentioned here and which also bring the fore the tensions between those disciplines focusing 
on ecosystems and earth systems as real entities with those disciplines focussing on human 
activities who take a more fluid focus on ‘systems of interest’.  In this categorisation, the R-
FAS is a human system. 

The core systems concept is that of an adaptive whole (a ‘system of interest’) with irreducible 
properties that is able to create and maintain itself in response to its changing environment 
(Checkland 1999). Such wholes can be regarded as complex adaptive systems or more simply 
defined as a collection of entities that are seen by someone as interacting together to do 
something (Morris 2009). The underlying philosophy of purposeful systems thinking is to be 
holistic, to look for wholes at the highest appropriate level, rather than to reduce things to ever 
smaller components. This concept is both simple to state and yet complex to enact because 
of differing philosophical and practical approaches to the concept of a system.  

 

3.3.4 Application to AgriLink:  R-FAS in relation to AKIS 

Within AgriLink, the R-FAS and EU-FAS (farm advisory services formally supported by the 
EU) are part of the broader AKIS. We will identify the membership of the R-FAS in part by 
integrating the microAKIS identified by farmers, but also by interviewing established AKIS 
members. Better understanding the linkages between actors, at different levels, is a core 
task of AgriLink. 

The R-FAS can largely be considered the infrastructural AKIS – they are the sum of the 
different sources of advice available to farmers in a specific region, but also the linkages 
between these actors. They do not necessarily need to be located in the region; through the 
internet and other sources, farmers can readily access information from outside their regions. 
A challenge for AgriLink is to improve understanding of advisory systems at a time when the 
supply of services tend to be more and more pluralistic and when AKIS is becoming 
decentralised or even fragmented (Knierim et al. 2015, 2017). AgriLink will embrace an holistic 
approach as described above by i) proposing typologies of key actors involved in advisory 
systems (and their relative strength in the system); ii) proposing soft description of the 
evolution of the boundaries of the advisory systems. Such description will be useful  both for 
further research on the governance of farm advice (see Section 3.4), but also for 
transdisciplinary tasks aiming at co-designing services innovations within these systems 
(WP3).  These descriptions may also inform debates on the transitions of these systems 
(WP5). 



AgriLink – Conceptual Framework – version 01/05/2018                           

Page 35 of 60 
 

AgriLink will utilise the concept of knowledge intensive business services (KIBS) to 
characterise the different types of institutions and businesses that are involved in 
advisory provision across the reference regions. KIBS research offers examples of how 

particular types of service provider perform, and in which types of situations they are most 
effective in enabling innovation to occur.  KIBS will also help to identify the particular market 
and non-market niches that are filled by different advisory service providers. KIBS will also be 
useful for assessing the front-office and back-office activities of different types of advisory 
service provider. For example, farm advisors are typically classified into four groups:  Public, 
Private, Farmers’ based organisations (FBOs), non-governmental organisations (NGOs).  
However, as demonstrated in PRO AKIS, many advisory services represent hybrids of these 
groups (e.g. public/private advisors, who are partly state funded but also offer fee-for service 
supports).  Using the KIBS approach generates the following typology:  

 Type 1: independent consultants, who sell only advice. With a distinction between 
Professional services (P-KIBS) versus Technological services (T-KIBs) oriented 
consultants. 

 Type 2: client-owned advisory organisations. With same distinction as above. 

 Type 3: Embedded advisory organisations, where services come together with another 
commercial activity for the farmers (e.g. input suppliers, traders, bookkeepers, 
machinery rings). 

 Type 4: Public or semi public KIBS. 

 Type 5: NGO not controlled by farmers. 

The systems approach, as well as institutional analysis, are useful for understanding 
how the different advisory services within the broader AKIS interact. They allow for the 
systematic identification of different actors and how they function. For instance, the 
diagrammatic approach characterising systems theory could be quite useful for producing 
mental maps and other representation diagrams for analysis and communication.   

 

 

Figure 9: Integrating microAKIS and innovation environment 

Knowledge brokering is a specific, relatively new, function of the R-FAS. It is a key function 
for linking farmers with various actors in the innovation environment. AgriLink will build on this 
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literature to identify the range of approaches that are currently being undertaken by R-FAS, 
particularly in relation to microAKIS formation, and how these can be understood in practical 
and conceptual terms (see Figure 9 above). In other words, AgriLink will seek to better 
understand how some characteristics of the R-FAS system (types of advisory organisations 
within these systems, linkages between them, brokering methods, etc.) play on farmers’ 
decision-making processes. 

 

3.4 Conceptualising the governance of agricultural advice 

The impact of farm advice on boosting innovation is also influenced by the governance 
of agricultural advisory services (i.e. it is more than the sum of the impact of each 
individual provider of services). Governance is understood as “the totality of interactions, 
in which government, other public bodies, private sector and civil society participate, aiming 
at solving societal problems or creating societal opportunities” (Meuleman 2008, p.11). 
Another broad definition adds the normative dimension: Governance is “a collection of 
normative insights into the organization of influence, steering, power, checks and balances in 
human societies” (In ‘t Veld 2011, p. 9). Governance thus comprises the structures and 
interactions that make effective the formal and informal ‘rules’ that determine people’s 
behaviour and organisations’ activities and facilitate transactions. These rules can be 
set through policies, markets, organisations, or peer groups. Individuals and organisations can 
chose the “contractual format” for carrying out transactions (i.e. governance structures) from 
a wide variety of possibilities ranging from simple spot market transaction (market as the 
governance structure ), to a long term relational contract of a transaction within an organisation 
or firm (hierarchy as the governance structure) (Slangen and Van Tulder 2009). Organisational 
solutions that sit between market and hierarchy are called hybrid governance structures (e.g. 
a farmer partnership funding common advisory service, long term contracts). The differences 
between these governance structures lie in the differing importance of coordination 
mechanisms of the transaction, e.g. with regard to the distribution of power (Slangen and Van 
Tulder 2009) between different groups of actors (public, private, farmers’ based 
organisations). 

The governance structure can be studied from the point of view of coordination mechanisms 
and the fit of the governance structure to the institutional environment and other components 
of frame conditions (Birner et al. 2009). 

There is an important gap in academic literature regarding the situation in the EU. There are 
numerous studies about transitions in agriculture, but very few of them address the effects of 
the governance on farm advice. Most of the studies about the governance of agricultural 
advisory services are conducted in the context of developing countries (Faure et al. 
2012). In this section we outline the key concepts relating to governance of agricultural advice 

provision in Europe. 

 

3.4.1 Key concepts in the governance of agricultural advice 

In relation to AKIS, the provision of advice is influenced by the standards and rules that frame 
advice as an economic activity (e.g. marketisation and privatisation of advisory services), and 
by the coordination of the relations between advisory organisations and other AKIS actors 
(Klerkx and Jansen 2010). In terms of the economic framing of advisory services, the 
relations between public, private, and third sectors in the governance of farm advice 
have deeply changed in recent decades, owing (in part) to widespread privatisation of 
agricultural advisory services across Europe (Rivera 2000). The public sector is less active 
directly in the supply of services, characterised by an increasing pluralism. In most EU 
countries, the state now plays the role of setting regulations about farm advice, which is also 
framed by the various quality standards of private actors, as well as new challenges regarding 
the impact of agriculture on human health and the environment. Such a fragmented landscape 
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raises the question of the effectiveness of government policies in coordinating and regulating 
public and private advisory initiatives (Laurent et al. 2006). Governance is also subject to path-
dependency: the rules shaping farm advice are the expression of past and present institutional 
arrangements (Labarthe 2009). This pleads for a grounded institutional analysis of the 
governance of farm advice in Europe that considers the various types of drivers and impacts 
of the innovation process.  

The governance of farm advice is also undertaken at multiple levels. The regional and the 
European levels are now key levels of conception and implementation of policies framing farm 
advice, which need to be integrated with the national level. The EIP-AGRI, implemented in 
many EU countries at a regional level, is a typical example.  

The interaction of the actors involved is influenced by institutions (i.e. rules, norms) within 
knowledge regimes or the community/region. The rules in turn become effective through 
governance structures. The Institutional Analysis and Development framework (IAD) was 
developed by Elinor Ostrom (1990). The IAD relates a set of concepts to help in the description 
and analysis of collective action problems (such as the use of common natural resources) that 
involve social structures, positions, and rules. Clement (2010) proposed a “politicised” IAD 
framework (Figure 10) that allows simultaneous consideration of institutions, the 
politico-economic context and discourses across governance government levels in 
order to allow the generation of policy recommendations. Thus, it can be seen as a 

systematic method to collect policy analysis functions similar to analytic technique commonly 
used in physical and social sciences and understand how institution operate and change over 
a period of time. See Primer 10: Prager and Prazan’s primer on governance, also for a 
development of the relation between governance and the public/private/common goods 
debate). 

 

 

Figure 10: Revised IAD Framework by Clement (2010), building on Ostrom (2005) 

3.4.2 Application to AgriLink 

AgriLink will adapt the IAD analytical framework to depict the governance structures and styles 
of national advisory systems across Europe, with the focus on the back-office of advisory 
service.  Following Figure 10, we will consider that the common resource accessed is the 
knowledge shared between actors of AKIS, including advisors and farmers. For instance, 
AgriLink may describe in the different national contexts the action arenas (where the rules and 
funding schemes of farm advice are discussed, including the implementation of EU-FAS), 
patterns of interactions, decision and evaluation criteria that shape the rules and conditions of 
production of and access to knowledge for these different actors. AgriLink will thus analyse 
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the governance models that frame the rules, funding schemes and networks within the 
innovation environment of advisors and farmers (figure 11). 

 

Figure 11: Integrating the policy and institutional structures and innovation 
environment 

AgriLink will assess through an in-depth analysis of seven countries, the diversity of 
governance structures on farm advice and their effects within knowledge regimes 
(WP4). We will analyse the rules that shape both the front-office and the back-office 
dimension of service. The front-office dimension is crucial to determine the conditions of 
farmers’ access to knowledge. The conditions of accreditation and qualification of advisors 
(independence, good practices, etc.) and the funding schemes vary from one country to 
another. It will play a part on the service relationships between farmers and advisors, with key 
notions such as trust, social networks, etc. The back-office dimension is central to the 
questions of knowledge updating and of the assessment of the quality of the evidence 
available to practitioners. AgriLink will pay specific attention to the back-office advice, with key 
items such as the development of shared knowledge platforms, multi-actor innovation 
networks and advisors’ training schemes. AgriLink will assess how different structures of 
governance play on the linkages between actors within a community or region. It will also 
assess how the European regulation on farm advisory systems (EU-FAS) play on the 
governance of advisory systems in various EU countries. 

This framework will enable to integrate the issue of decentralisation of AKIS and 
advisory systems into our analysis. There are controversies about the effects of such a 

complexification of the advisory systems, between enhanced creativity and fragmentation 
(Leeuwis 2000, Garforth et al. 2003). Recent research suggests that governance structures 
comprising many agencies and levels of governance yields higher environmental outputs in a 
complex environment (Newig and Fritsch 2009). At the same time, this type of multi-level and 
multiple-actor governance structures would create significant coordination challenges. These 
challenges are all the more important in a context of new relation and balances of power 
between public, private and third sector actors. AgriLink will focus in particular on how the 
coordination challenges and inter-organizational communication are addressed in 
different governance models and identify elements that allow coordination to take place and 
have the desired effects within knowledge regimes.  
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4 AgriLink transdisciplinarity: Co-designing service innovation 
and debating transitions scenarios 

In AgriLink WP2, we will be assessing the services provided by the Regional Farm Advisory 
Services (R-FAS). The R-FAS comprises the full range of organisations providing advice to 
farms in a given region, and their connection to wider AKIS organisations. In WP3, we are 
explicitly aiming to intervene in service provision. In WP4 we will assess how the regulations 
from the EU-FAS influence advisory service provision (the EU-FAS are the advisory services 
formally supported by the EU through national governments). In WP5, we will integrate data 
from WP2-3-4 to provide an integrated assessment of the role of advisory services, in a 
transdisciplinary perspective. This assessment will also feed some participatory workshop to 
discuss about sustainable transitions of advisory systems. As such, WP3 and WP5 are 
explicitly transdisciplinary in nature, involving multiple scientific disciplines as well as non-
academic and non-formalised knowledge (e.g. ‘tacit’ knowledge from farmers or other 
practitioners). 

 

4.1  Intervening in service provision – organisation learning 

AgriLink’s intervention in service provision will be implemented in a participatory 
approach with advisors, farmers and other AKIS actors, to support the co-design of 
service innovations (WP3). Intervention is undertaken with the explicit purpose of altering 

the way that farmers, researchers, advisors and other relevant actors exchange information.  

Changing the way that advisory services perform can be conceptualised as a process 
of organisational learning. Organisations can be regarded as systems comprised of the 
actors involved, their social relations, and their mutual dependency. By nature, organisations 
have established rules and norms for behaviour; they also have shared knowledge of existing 
practices, and the products or services they produce/provide. Organisational knowledge is 
knowledge that is shared by multiple individuals and is more than the sum of each individual’s 
knowledge. Change in organisations thus involves learning. To achieve change in an 
organisation, that organisation must be able to develop new knowledge and learn; however, 
innovation is not limited to a single action but is instead a process (Lundvall 1992, Russo-
Spena and Mele 2012, Vargo et al. 2015) that is concerned with how the actors influence each 
other. To create something new involves breaking up established routines and conventions in 
organisations. Organisational learning is about being able to break established routines, 
produce new knowledge, and establish new routines. The topic of an organisation’s efforts to 
systematically improve and learn, and to continuously do so, is noted as organisational 
learning. 

An organisation’s ability to generate new knowledge is based on the existing stock of 
accumulated knowledge and the method of generating new knowledge. This stock and method 
will typically exist as routines. Convention theory addresses the implicit “agreements” about 
what is to be done – what each person does meets the expectations of the others on whom 
he or she depends’ (Storper and Salais 1997, p.16). This agreement is a convention; it is not 
a formal or formulated agreement and, in sociological terms, this agreement is more like rules. 
The theory of conventions may be applied in both the macro- and micro-levels; macro about 
‘long variations, in terms of historical duration or cultural gaps’ and micro about ‘short 
variations which consist of differences between activities within a single economy, or changes 
in conventions in an organization, during interaction and so on’ (Eymard-Duvernay 2002, p. 
69). Convention theory may not be so obvious a part of organisational learning, but it can be 
applied here too. For further information see  Primer 13: Nguyen’s primer on Knowledge 
and organisational learning for innovation. 
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4.1.1 Design of interventions 

In order to develop new approaches to advisory service provision, AgriLink will also draw on 
the theory of Design Thinking. It gives a protocol for solving problems and discovering new 
opportunities supported by different tools/techniques. The core of the process is the 
understanding of the problem, exploring solutions and development or resolving the problem.  

Design thinking is a method for practical, creative resolution of problems. It is a form of 
solution-based thinking with the intent of producing a constructive future result. Design thinking 
is especially useful when addressing “wicked” (complex socio-environmental) problems, which 
are ill-defined or tricky. With ill-defined problems, both the problem and the solution are 
unknown at the outset of the problem-solving exercise.  

The five steps of Design Thinking (figure 12): 

 Empathise: gain an empathic understanding of the problem through observing, 
engaging and empathizing with people to understand their experiences and 
motivations. 

 Define: analyse observations and define the problem in a human centred manner 

 Ideate: generating ideas 

 Prototype: production of an inexpensive, scaled down version of the product useful to 
investigate the problem solution 

 Test: of the complete product using the best solutions identified during the prototyping 
phase.  Results of the test can be used to redefine one or more problems and result in 
an iterative process. 

 

Figure 12: Design Thinking Process 

Source:  Adapted by Hanne Leirs, based on Bootcamp, 2010 

The Living Laboratory process will also involve reflexivity – active reflection on the part of 
researchers and practitioners, to critically look at their own practices, their views and their 
ways of doing things. Reflexive monitoring is a strong approach in achieving this by offering 
tools to stimulate reflexivity in co-creation processes whilst also collecting relevant data on the 
proceedings that will later be analysed vis-à-vis the results from the other Living Labs.  
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4.1.2 Application to AgriLink 

In AgriLink, our ambition is to stimulate a system-innovation in the European AKIS, 
through organisational learning and beyond. This means that elements of design 
thinking and reflexive monitoring are being used and put into practice. This means 
understanding the social system, describing the design process systematically, 
contextualizing interventions and recognizing influences of stakeholders. 

In relation to Figure 11, the focus is on the interplay between the farmers’ microAKIS and the 
innovation environment. Organisational learning is particularly relevant for advisory service 
organisations and knowledge environments because the organisation of the advisory group is 
important both for the development of advisory products and for the implementation of new 
knowledge into practises for farmers. It will be important to identify the rules and norms of 
behaviour associated with current practices (of all participants i.e. farmers, advisors, 
researchers) to reflect on how these can be altered. Participants will assess these rules to 
explain how organisations (or firms) work with innovation or why they are not doing so. It is 
also relevant to analyse how organisations can improve their ability to learn and 
innovate. Organisational learning can help in considering how farmers and advisors integrate 
new tangible and intangible tools to change their practice and how they are able to develop 
new practices. It also can support the analysis of the interplay between front and back office 
work and how the whole organization support changes in advisory work (and by the way in 
advisory services, but by paying attention to the way such services are performed and not only 
how they are designed or can be made available to farmers).  It can be relevant to develop 
the WP3 methodology if WP3 is seen as a place to identify how enabling environments are 
created (e.g. in Living Labs). 

Design thinking can guide an active process of developing and testing new approaches. 
Monitoring activities are an integral part of the change initiative; it may be appropriate to 
appoint a designated reflexive monitor, or to actively engage the living laboratory participants 
in periods of reflection (at intervals during the project). 

 

4.2 The Multi-Level Perspective as an Integrating Framework 

AgriLink’s multi-level framework enables collection of data at different levels, in a coherent 
way. It will allow production of original data and knowledge about the contribution of advisory 
services to innovation dynamics. To better understand the contribution of advisory 
services to sustainable transitions, we plan to revise our Conceptual Framework on an 
ongoing basis throughout the project. In that respect, we will use transdisciplinary methods 
and tools provided by the multi-level perspective (MLP) to discuss relations between the 
different levels where advice influences innovation dynamics. Transdisciplinarity is all the 
more important for AgriLink as it acknowledges that the ‘best fit’ of advice is context 
dependant. There is thus a need to integrate actors in the discussion of transitions scenarios. 

 

4.2.1 Key concept about the MLP framework 

The multi-level perspective (MLP) has developed an extensive literature within innovation and 
technology studies over the past decade (for reviews see Genus and Coles 2008, Markard 
and Truffer 2008, Smith et al. 2010).  The appeal of the MLP is in the conceptual link made 
between micro-level innovation processes and large-scale socio-technical systems (Smith et 
al. 2010). 

The MLP distinguishes three levels: micro-level (socio-technical) niches, meso-level 
(socio-technical) regimes and macro-level (socio-technical) landscape (figure 13). 
Innovation processes are analysed as the interplay between these three levels. Niches are 
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the breeding ground for novelties8 to develop and made to work in practice. Socio-technical 
regimes are considered relatively stable, ‘locked-in’ to particular trajectories, tending to 
change incrementally. Landscapes describe external factors that put pressure on regimes for 
change and create ‘windows of opportunity’ for niches to connect and transform regimes. For 
example, Sutherland et al. (2015) argue that landscape level pressures, in the form of 
European regulations, created ‘windows of opportunity’ for the mainstreaming of renewable 
energy production on farms in Germany, the Czech Republic and the UK in the 2000s. 

In the MLP, ‘niches’ are conceptualised as sources of radical innovation, owing to favourable 
‘socio-technical landscape’ pressures (broad societal, technological or ecological 
developments), that exert influence on the dominant socio-technical regime. Niches flourish 
in protected spaces, typically at the margins of regime influence, and are often introduced by 
actors peripheral to the mainstream sector. These actors have similarities to the ‘innovators’ 
identified in the innovation/diffusion literature, in that they are not typically integrated into 
mainstream groups and develop the innovation at a cost. Potential radical innovations can 
exist for considerable time as niches before a ‘window of opportunity’ opens.  Even then, the 
niche may not become mainstream (e.g. if it is insufficiently developed to take advantage of 
the opportunity when it arises, or if landscape factors change). 

 

 

Figure 13: A dynamic multi-perspective on system innovation (Geels 2005) 

An analysis utilising the MLP typically follow the development of a particular technology over 
time, describing its evolution from innovation or ‘novelty’ to mainstream use (Konrad et al. 
2008). Most studies using the MLP focus on historical analyses (Genus and Coles 2008), 
which make it possible to define the regime in relation to the technologies under consideration 
(e.g. Geels and Kemp 2007, Geels and Schot, 2010).  The size of the regime therefore 
depends on the topic of analysis: for example, Elzen et al. (2011) considers the regime 
surrounding housing of pigs in the Netherlands, whereas Geels (2005) assesses the 
replacement of horses by automobiles in North America (Geels 2005). As a result, it can be 
difficult to distinguish between radical transition and the incremental changes of established 

                                                             
8 A novelty could be considered an ‘innovation’, but is not termed this way in the MLP.  Instead, 
innovation refers to processes.  Although by definition, novelties can refer to technologies, ideas or 
new methods, most MLP research focuses on technologies. 
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regimes, depending on the scale at which the analysis is undertaken (Darnhofer et al. 2015, 
Genus and Coles 2008). 

In the MLP, the transfer or diffusion of innovations is conceptualised in terms of ‘scaling’. The 
principle behind traditional ‘dissemination’ approaches is that innovations that are effective in 
one place or region can be copied elsewhere and work there as well. Recent work in innovation 
studies, however, indicates that this process rarely is so simple. Particularly in agriculture, 
with a broad variety of farming practices, a novelty needs further adaptation to be made 
to work in another location. Technologies and practices that work in a specific ecological, 
sociocultural or geographical area, do not automatically work, and may even have negative 
effects, in other areas. The MLP therefore refers to scaling, rather than dissemination of 
innovations: scaling up (increasing the size, speed or numbers of an innovation) and 
‘scaling out’ (geographical spread of innovation up-take) (e.g. Anderson 2012, Millar and 
Connell 2010). 

“Anchoring” is a concept that has been recently developed to better understand the scaling of 
innovations (i.e. how niches develop and influence mainstream regime practices).  

Anchoring is the process in which a novelty becomes newly connected, connected in 
a new way, or connected more firmly to a niche or a regime. The further the process 
of anchoring progresses, meaning that more new connections supporting the novelty 
develop, the larger the chances are that anchoring will eventually develop into durable 
links. (Elzen et al. 2012, p.3) 

Building on a distinction between three constituent components of a regime, notably technical, 
network and institutional components (Geels 2004), the authors distinguish three forms of 
anchoring: technological anchoring, network anchoring and institutional anchoring (Elzen et 
al. 2012, p.4-6). Technological anchoring takes place when the technical characteristics of a 
novelty (e.g. new technical concepts) are refined by the actors involved and therefore become 
more specific. Network anchoring means that the network of actors that support the novelty 
enrols new producers, users or developers. Institutional anchoring relates to the rules, 
regulations and norms that surround the novelty and its use (e.g. the niche becomes regulated 
and therefore formally recognised by regime actors). 

Several FP7 projects have utilised the MLP to various degrees, particularly FP7 IN-SIGHT, 
FP7 FarmPath and FP7 Solinsa.  In these cases, the focus was on understanding and 
supporting the development of innovations. Analysis in FarmPath demonstrated that the MLP 
is particularly well suited to assessing technological innovations, which are easily defined.  It 
requires further adaptation for use in assessing ‘softer’ innovations such as new collaborations 
or ways of doing things. The emphasis on technology within the MLP also leads to an inherent 
‘market bias’ – novelties are conceptualised as become mainstream when they become 
competitive in established markets.  For sustainability transitions, where public goods are at 
stake, novelties may never achieve market penetration (see Sutherland et al. 2015b).  For 
further information on the Multi-Level perspective see Primer 19:  Elzen’s primer on the 
MLP:  Anchoring and Scaling. 

 

4.2.2 Developing the MLP for ‘knowledge regimes’ in AgriLink 

In the AgriLink Description of Work, we specified that we would adapt the MLP for use in 
understanding the role of advisory services in farm innovation. There are three options for 
utilising the MLP in AgriLink. The first is to further develop the role of knowledge in 
multilevel transition processes. Within the MLP construct, the conceptualisation of 
knowledge and information flows is not well-developed, although knowledge is routinely 
identified as a resource (e.g. Geels 2004, in a seminal paper, identifies knowledge as a key 
element of sectoral systems, along with labour, tools, natural resources, capital etc). Several 
authors have now developed concepts of knowledge and learning within the MLP (e.g. Li et 
al. 2017 and Haley 2015). Most notably, Ingram (2017) specifically utilised the MLP to assess 
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the role of Agricultural Knowledge Systems9 in sustainability transitions in agriculture. She 
argued that the existing AKS is reinforced by entrenched organisations, is typically locked into 
its practices, and focuses on ‘first order learning’ (transfer of technological information from 
science to practice).  In contrast, the knowledge systems associated with niches tend to be 
more flexible, and are developed in specific relation to the niche: niche actors develop 
specialised knowledge, embedded in niche networks, leading to ‘second order learning’, 
where knowledge is co-developed. Mobilising knowledge is particularly important to niche 
development and anchoring or mainstreaming (i.e. not only the knowledge of the innovation, 
but influencing public opinions and markets through knowledge of alternative products, 
benefits etc). 

The second option is to consider AKIS a regime, characterised primarily by the R-FAS 
structure. This is not an approach that has been taken before (e.g. Ingram’s approach defined 
the AKS as part of the agriculture regime, not as the regime itself).  In this approach, the 
‘niches’ would be the new approaches for advice provision (or potentially information access) 
evident in the analysis of farmer’s microAKIS. Analysis would focus on the processes by which 
new approaches to advice emerge, and how they influence or become integrated into R-FAS 
structures.  The development of the R-FAS would be conceptualised in relation to the EU-FAS 
as part of the landscape. The policy and institutional landscape would include EU regulations 
and markets for agricultural advice. 

The third option is to use the MLP framework in a transdisciplinary perspective, to 
support the construction of scenario of potential transitions pathways of advisory 
systems towards a more sustainable development. To explore the third option and to assess 
potential future transition pathways, Elzen et al. (2004) developed a scenario methodology 
that builds on the MLP. Such ‘socio-technical scenarios’ feature the interplay between the 
three MLP levels. Doing so, they not only describe what may happen in the future but also 
why this happens. This focus on the ‘why’ questions, leads to a richer source of input for 
governance and policy than traditional scenario methods. This is an approach that can be 
utilised for the development of scenarios in WP5. 

The ambition of AgriLink’s WP5 is to try to combine the second and third options. The 
second option will be explored based on an integrative assessment of the findings of the 
different WPs of the project (WP2-WP3-WP4). The idea is to integrate the key findings of the 
project to propose a revise version of the conceptual framework. A joint effort with WP1 and 
other WP leaders should lead towards academic publications about the diversity of advisory 
systems across Europe, and practical applications about their consequences (best fit or not) 
for innovation dynamics in a multi-level perspective. 

 

 

                                                             
9 Her choice to use the term AKS instead of AKIS is not defended in her paper.   
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5. AgriLink Main Research Questions, Methods and Concepts 
AgriLink aims at answering to six main research questions: 

 Question 1. What roles do advisory services play in the cycles of farmers’ decision making? 

 Question 2: What is the relationship between different types of farmer and different types of advisory service in the decision making 

process? 

 Question 3. How does the transformation of advisory services influence farmers’ decision making and uptake of innovation? 

 Question 4. How can transdisciplinarity contribute to innovation in advisory services? 

 Question 5. How do the differing national and regional governance structures and funding schemes of farm advice influence farmers’ 

and advisors’ access to knowledge? 

 Question 6. How can transdisciplinarity contribute to sustainable transitions of advisory systems in a multi-level perspective? 

The table below develops this research questions, and explains how they are related to the objectives of the various WPs. The table also gives 

an overview of the methodologies that will be implemented to answer each questions. It also highlights the key concepts relevant to each 

question, and the available primers that give more insights on the theoretical debates related to these questions. 

Relevant WP and Associated 
Objectives 

Research questions Method Important Concepts and 
Primers 

WP2 
The general objective of WP2 is (a) to 
understand why, how and from whom 
European farmers and farm managers 
gather and exchange information to 
underpin their decision-making on 
development or implementation of 
different types of innovations and (b) to 
analyse the role played by advisors in 

Question 1. What roles do advisory 
services play in the cycles of 
farmers’ decision making?  

 What is the role of farm advice in 
“triggering” events: how do advisory 
services influence farmers’ 
awareness of sustainability issues 
and innovation? 

Personal network analysis 
(interviews with farmers to 
assess microAKIS) in focus 
regions (40-50 farmers per 
region). 
 
On-line survey for advisory 
organisations in focus 
regions (30-35 
organisations per region) 

Concepts 

 MicroAKIS 

 AKIS 

 Focus regions 

 R-FAS 

 Business models 

 Back office/front office 

 Triggering change 
model 
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these processes, accounting for the 
range of advisory 
services available in 26 focus regions.  
 
To develop this knowledge,  WP2 will 
target the following specific objectives: 

 To describe and depict European 
farmers’ micro-AKIS, which supports 
their decision-making processes on 
the development and 
implementation of eight selected 
Innovation Areas; 

 To analyse in-depth the knowledge 
and information flows supporting 
farmers’ decision-making processes 
on innovations, the role of advisors 
in gathering and mobilising new  
knowledge on innovations (advisory 
back-office) and the ways they 
interact with farmers (advisory front-
office); 

 To deliver a European level typology 
of farmers’ micro-AKIS related to 
eight selected Innovation Areas, 
accounting for the influence of 
regional geographical diversity, 
heterogeneity of farmer profiles, 
along with diversity in farming styles, 
structures, and systems, and the 
specifics of regional FAS (R-FAS); 

 What is the role for farm advice in 
supporting farmers in “assessing 
innovation”: how do advisory 
services support farmers in 
assessing the positive and negative 
effects of innovations? This relates 
to the back-office activities of farm 
advice for producing knowledge 
about payoffs. It also relates to new 
activities of knowledge brokering 
and assisting farmers in finding 
reliable and relevant source of 
knowledge in fragmented AKIS, and 
in the digital age. 

 What is the role of farm advice in 
supporting farmers in implementing 
innovation: how do advisory 
services support farmers in the 
acquisition of learning-by-doing 
type of knowledge? This relates to 
classical front-office function of farm 
advice, with one-on-one consulting, 
or coaching, but also group 
facilitation, use of Decision Support 
Tools, etc. 

 
 
 

Interviews with advisors and 
AKIS actors (10-15 per 
region) 
Qualitative and statistical 
analysis of farmer survey. 
 

 
Primers 

 AKIS 

 Best and Good Practice 
as Normative 

 Big data 

 Different theories of 
knowledge and learning 

 Geographic dimension 
of innovation and 
farmer decisions 

 How farmers assemble 
knowledge for 
innovation 

 Land tenure and AKIS 

 LINSAs 

 Social networks 

 Triggering Change in 
farmer decision-making 

 
 
 

WP2  

 To describe and map the R-FAS, 
respecting the diversity of advisory 
business models, and their back-

Question 2: What is the relationship 
between different types of farmer 
and different types of advisory 

Analysis of above Key concepts 

 KIBS 

 Adopters/non-
adopters/droppers 

 Innovation areas 
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office activities (e.g. how they are 
involved in the R&D infrastructure, 
their training methods and practices, 
and how and with whom they 
network); 

 

service in the decision making 
process? 

 How do farm characteristics relate 
to the role of advice in decision 
making? This will encompass 
farmers’ profiles (their development 
models and values) and farm 
characteristics (location, 
equipment). AgriLink sample 
comprises farmers who adopted 
innovation, but also who did not 
adopt innovation (either because 
they could not, or because they 
chose not to). 

 How is the nature of the innovation 
areas (social, technological…) 
reflected in the contribution of 
different types of advice and 
provider to decision making? 

 What is the role of the regional 
context (rural vs. urban, history of 
R-FAS…)? 

 How do new business models of 
advisory suppliers (including 
models associated to digitization of 
agriculture) interact in different 
stages of farmers’ decision making 
cycles? Are they creating new 
opportunities and new functions? 
For instance bringing new triggers 
in the agricultural scene? Or speed 
up farmers’ assessment of 
innovation through new 

 R-FAS 

 Business models 
 

Primers 

 Habermas and AKIS 

 Innovation and 
knowledge as 
resources (evolutionary 
economics)/exploration-
exploitation of 
knowledge 

 Knowledge brokering, 
network learning, 
transition from ‘advisor’ 
to ‘facilitator’ 

 Knowledge and 
organisational learning 
for innovation 

 Organisational learning 

 Ostrom’s perspective 
on knowledge 

 STS and science 
communication 
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technologies? Can they generate 
new forms of path dependency 

WP2 

 · To identify best fit practices’ and 
examples of well-functioning 
agricultural advisory services 
regarding their capacity to 
guide/support the farmers decision-
making processes on developing 
and implementing innovations 
enhancing farm sustainability both at 
the individual and collective level 
(operational groups, agricultural/rural 
networks, trade unions, 
cooperatives, irrigation associations 
among others), and their ability to 
store, mobilise and share practical 
knowledge with a long run 
perspective. 

Question 3. How does the 
transformation of advisory services 
influence farmers’ decision making 
and uptake of innovation?  

 How do the new configurations of 
R-FAS (generally depicted as more 
fragmented and pluralistic) play on 
the relation between farmers and 
advice? Do they allow for more 
creativity, triggers, and a diversity of 
knowledge and information 
channels for farmers? How do 
these new trends influence farmers’ 
access to information and 
knowledge, and on equity of 
information access? 

 

As above Concepts 

 R-FAS 

 EU-FAS 

 Sustainability 

 Innovation 

 AKIS 
 
Primers 

 Conceptualising 
change in advisor 
practices 

 Influence of advisory 
services (R-FAS/AKIS) 
on the innovation up-
take farmer decision 

 Knowledge-intensive 
business services and 
related literatures; 
relationship between 
innovation and advisory 
services. 

 Systems and 
complexity 

 What we know already 
about FAS structures 
and practice. 

 What should the role of 
advisors be 

WP3 
The overall objective of WP3 is to 
engage a range of practitioners 
(including farmers, researchers, 

Question 4. How can 
transdisciplinarity contribute to 
innovation in advisory services?  

In each lab, new innovation 
support services will be 
designed and tested to 
address specific local 

Concepts 

 Living Labs 

 Innovation 

 Transdisciplinarity 
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advisors and other actors) in co-
creation and testing of new and 
improved innovation support services, 
within existing innovation initiatives. 
Such new and improved advisory 
services target a better connection 
between practice and research, 
improved engagement with farmers’ 
decision-making to realise more impact 
on innovation and sustainability at farm 
level and commitment to a learning 
attitude towards change. Such new 
advisory services require moving away 
from ‘business as usual’ approaches 
and experimenting with new tools and 
skills.  
 
The overall objective of WP3 will be 
pursued via four specific objectives: 

 Develop, test and validate a 
variety of new or improved 
innovation support services in 
six Living Labs across Europe; 

 Recommendations on how to 
utilise these new services 
across the EU, supporting the 
implementation of EIP-AGRI; 

 Development and deployment of 
a web-based engagement 
strategy for practitioners to 
exchange knowledge and 
experiences on innovation 
support services; 

 Tested approaches for co-
creation of Innovation Support 

• How can new participatory 
approaches such as Living Labs 
contribute to service innovation and 
learning not only for Lab 
participants, but also for broader 
audiences? 

 What learning processes take place 
– within the lab and at a broader 
scale? What new practices, new 
understandings of the core 
challenges and ways to support 
innovation are emerging? 
 

challenges. In an iterative 
process of exploration, 
design, testing in practice 
and evaluation, elements of 
the service will be worked 
out. Farmers will be 
encouraged to test new 
ideas in practice, targeting 
changed strategic or 
operational measures on 
their farms. Options for new 
services identified in WP2 
will be explored. AgriLink’s 
role: facilitation of the co-
creation process; helping the 
stakeholders in reflexive 
assessment of what is 
happening, what works well 
and what works poorly, also 
trying to understand why; 
bringing in scientific 
knowledge; serve as a 
sounding board in decision 
on tools and new 
approaches and guiding the 
development and tests. 
 

 Reflexive monitoring 

 Sustainability 

 Co-design 
 

Primers 

 Reflecting on our 
methods/action 
research 

 Organisational learning 

 Science and 
Technology Studies 
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Services (the Living Lab 
method). 

WP4 

WP4 investigates the governance 
models of farm advisory systems at 
national and European levels. The aim 
is to 
understand the effects of various levels 
of decentralisation of governance on 
the effectiveness and coordination of 
advisory systems for i) supporting 
farmers’ access to information and 
services; ii) enhancing linkages 
between advisory organisations and 
other AKIS actors. WP4 provides an 
institutional and comparative analysis, 
combining quantitative and qualitative 
approaches. A specific task is to assess 
how European instruments, and more 
specifically the EU regulations on Farm 
Advisory System (EU-FAS), affect the 
governance of farm advisory systems. 
 

Question 5. How do the differing 
national and regional governance 
structures and funding schemes of 
farm advice influence farmers’ and 
advisors’ access to knowledge?  

  How do these structure and 
schemes support (or not) farmers’ 
micro-AKIS?  

 How does the governance structure 
impact the back-offce of advisory 
services, through platforms, training 
schemes, and networks of relations 
between advisors, researchers and 
farmers?  

 Do these structures allow for the 
accumulation and distribution of 
knowledge about the positive and 
negative effects of innovation for 
farmers, and for society at large?  

 Who are the new key players of 
brokering and linkages within AKIS? 

 What is the impact of new EU-level 
policies on governance structure 
(EU-FAS and EIP-AGRI) 

 

The approach will be based 
on 
 
 i) a review of existing 
material (academic papers, 
policy reports, databases) 
on the assessment of farm 
advisory systems in Europe 
(including monitoring of the 
implementation of the 
EU¬FAS 
regulation in 17 EU 
countries); 
 
 ii) inputs from WP2 about 
Regional Farm Advisory 
Systems (R-FAS) and 
farmers’ access to services; 
 
 iii) an institutional 
comparative analysis of the 
governance structures of 
seven European countries. 
The institutional analysis will 
be implemented through 
interviews with policy 
makers, industry 
representatives, knowledge 
providers, service 
organisations, NGOs, 
farmers’ organisation, etc. 
The analysis will be 

Concepts 

 Governance 

 R-FAS 

 EU-FAS 

 Front office/Back office 

 MicroAKIS 

 Brokering 
 
Primers 

 Evaluation of farm 
advice 

 Governance 

 KIBS 

 Brokering 
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structured around a set of 
specific issues, including 
the EU-FAS regulation, 
back-office activities, level 
of coordination, commitment 
of various stakeholders, 
positive and 
adverse effects of the 
innovations, specific devices 
to store and make 
knowledge accessible, and 
training of advisors. 

WP5 
The specific objectives of WP5 are: 

 Research protocol for multi-level 
integrated assessment (micro, 
meso, macro) of all project 
results. 

 Integration and analysis of all 
project findings coming from all 
other WPs. 

 Exploration of future transition 
pathways via the 
operationalisation and use of 
the “Socio-Technical Scenario” 
method in interactive workshops 
with stakeholders. 

 Lessons for targeted 
stakeholders (advisors, farming 
stakeholders, policy makers) on 
improving the ‘farming advice 
system’. 

Question 6. How can 
transdisciplinarity contribute to 
sustainable transitions of advisory 
systems in a multi-level 
perspective? 
 

• How can transdisciplinary  

methodologies such as the 
Sustainable Transition Scenarios 
contribute to the production of 
knowledge on the ‘best fit’ of 
advisory systems regarding the 
diversity or rural and agricultural 
contexts? 

Sustainability Transitions 
Scenarios 
Operationalise the STSc 
method to make it suited for 
an exploration of the role of 
advisory services in 
agriculture. 
Application of the STSc 
method in various European 
regions to explore possible 
transitions pathways. 
Analyse the various STSc 
workshops in terms of 
process as well as 
outcomes to draw lessons 
on both the method (how to 
use STSc effectively in 
various types of situations) 
as well as on strengthening 
the role of advisors in 
making agriculture more 
sustainable. 

Concepts: 

 Transdisciplinarity 

 Multilevel perspective 

 Sustainability 

 Scenarios 
 
Primers: 

 Innovation and 
Sustainability? 

 Multi-level perspective 

 Sustainability Transition 
Scenarios 
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