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 Abstract

This article examines the impact of research partnerships on capacity devel-

opment among individuals and institutional partners in the South, within 

the context of a major twelve-year international programme, the Swiss 

National Centre of Competence in Research (NCCR) North-South: Research 

Partnerships for Sustainable Development. The programme was set up both 

to enable state-of-the-art research and to enhance individual and institu-

tional academic capacity within partnership regions worldwide. Using 

recently gathered data from a self-analysis entitled “Exploring Partnership 

Dynamics”, the article argues that North–South and South–South research 

collaboration with a focus on sustainable development have made the pro-

gramme’s capacity development component a successful strategic contribu-

tion. Southern partners were able to increase their visibility and recognition 

through the NCCR North-South partnership. At the individual level, a good 

proportion obtained better employment and came to occupy higher posi-

tions. At the institutional level, many partners were able to allocate more 

resources for research and support more publications, including in higher-

ranked scientific journals; they also expanded their academic activities and 

collaborated more with other institutions. The article also highlights the role 

of social learning processes in developing capacity among individuals and 

institutions. It identifies conditions enabling or hindering capacity develop-

ment efforts, and concludes that properly forged research partnerships and 

the application of principles of mutuality not only develop capacity among 

Southern partners but also enhance social learning, ultimately contributing 

to sustainable development.

Keywords: Research partnerships; capacity development; individual and 

institutional partners; social learning; visibility and recognition. 
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3.1  Capacity development and social learning in the 
context of research partnerships 

Developing research capacity is an important prerequisite for successfully 
addressing societal problems and the challenges of sustainable develop-
ment in the South (Gaillard 1998; Maselli et al 2006; Bradley 2007, 2008). 
This article examines the role played by research partnerships between the 
North and the South in developing research capacity among the Southern 
partners of a twelve-year international programme. 

Capacity development is a very broad term with differing definitions. Tros-
tle defines capacity development in the context of research as “a process 
of individual and institutional development which leads to higher levels of 
skills and greater ability to perform useful research” (Trostle 1992, p 1321). 
In the present article, the term “capacity development” is used to refer to a 
learning process that leads to development of knowledge, attitude, skills, 
competence, and confidence in research actors and institutions, enhancing 
their ability to undertake socially, environmentally, and developmentally 
relevant research. It therefore goes beyond the development of the mere 
capacity to conduct research in a specific project arrangement. Rather, it 
is a process of developing the material, human, and intellectual resources 
of Southern research institutes and individuals and fostering their partici-
pation in deciding on, as well as specifying, accessing, analysing, synthe-
sising, disseminating, and applying research to address the challenges of 
sustainable development. 

Learning is an individual as well as a social phenomenon. Individual learn-
ing alone is not sufficient to address complex societal problems; social 
learning is also required. Social learning creates an environment conducive 
to addressing contemporary challenges (Goldstein 1981). Social learning 
is an action-oriented paradigm (encompassing epistemology, ontology, and 
methodology) for dealing with complex social problems using critical self-
reflection and effective communication (Röling 1997; Röling and Wage-
makers 1998; Maarleveld and Dangbegnon 1999). It builds on individual 
learning, recognising multiple perspectives, and creating common plat-
forms for concerted action, interactive goal-setting, and accommodative 
and collective vision-building that acknowledges multiple realities. There-
fore, it comprises learning through observation and interaction within a spe-
cific socio-political context, leading to collective decisions and concerted 
action (Maarleveld and Dangbegnon 1999) that promote dialogue among 
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stakeholders (planners, policymakers, researchers, politicians, managers, 
and resource users). Hence, this whole process structures learning to change 
human attitudes and behaviour in order to address societal challenges and 
problems of sustainable development. 

3.2 Moving towards equal partnership in research 

The challenges of global change call for new forms of knowledge produc-
tion in a North–South context (Gaillard 1998; Bradley 2007, 2008); these 
challenges include the increasing speed and reach of changes, large-scale 
human–environment interactions, leading to major uncertainties about phe-
nomena that affect an increasing number of humans worldwide, and persis-
tent disparities between the North and the South. At the same time, research 
capacities must be strengthened, particularly in the South, where education 
and science have often not received the attention and funds necessary to 
support development (Maselli et al 2006). Against this background, in the 
past 30 years major international donors have increased their investment in 
development-relevant knowledge generation (e.g. the Dutch, British, Cana-
dian, and Swiss governments, as well as the European Union and Nordic 
research institutions, see Bradley 2008). However this investment has been 
largely one-sided, as research relevant to development in the South has been 
conducted mainly in the North and/or by Northern scientists. In a critique of 
this one-sidedness, Gaillard (1996, 1998) for example highlighted a need 
for change in the donor-driven approach to research collaboration between 
North and South, and the Swiss Commission for Research Partnerships with 
Developing Countries (KFPE) developed 11 principles for research part-
nerships (KFPE 1998) to address this limitation. However, investment in 
research partnerships – meant to correct the one-sided North–South research 
relationship – generally received too little attention until the recent past.

Historically, research partnerships have been dominated by the North, as they 
have been based on the conventional understanding of ‘doing good science 
for development’ that resembles the ‘technology transfer’ model they have 
been trying to overcome. Commenting on this phenomenon, critics such as 
Stiglitz (2000) have argued that the dominant type of technology transfer – 
top-down and donor-led research assistance from North to South – is a new 
form of colonisation, and therefore it cannot serve as a basis for building col-
legial partnerships between North and South. An assessment conducted by 
the KFPE in 2001 pointed out inequities in partnerships and recommended 
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the need for translating the principles and guiding frameworks into action 
more systematically (e.g. the 11 principles for research partnerships pro-
posed by the KFPE in 1998) to make research more socially relevant by 
enhancing Southern partners’ ownership of research (KFPE 2001);2  mean-
while, the KFPE is also in the process of adapting the 11 principles based 
on current trends and experience (KFPE 2011). Toni and Velho (2000) and 
Velho (2002) confirmed that Southern partners were used mainly as research 
assistants to provide raw data for Northern researchers; such experiences 
provided an important research policy basis for developing a new model 
of research partnerships between North and South. Similarly, Hurni and 
colleagues (2004) and Pohl and Hirsch Hadorn (2007) have underlined the 
need to adapt the practice of research partnerships and seek greater equality 
between North and South. Aware of the drawbacks of hands-off research 
support to the South, the Directorate General for Development Cooperation 
of the Dutch Foreign Ministry developed a new modality – a multi-annual, 
multi-disciplinary research programme to be jointly designed with part-
ners from countries in the South (Velho et al 2004). Other research donors 
have meanwhile also responded to this process of addressing inequalities in 
implementations of research partnerships.

Here and elsewhere, learning from past experiences has led to initiation 
of innovative partnership arrangements that promote joint decisions on 
research themes, joint management of research activities, and joint publi-
cation of research results. However, to date, only few national donor agen-
cies in the North have been supporting this type of research partnership. The 
Swiss National Centre of Competence in Research (NCCR) North-South is 
therefore one of very few innovative arrangements promoting equal research 
partnerships between North and South.

3.3  Empirical evidence of capacity development in 
the South 

The NCCR North-South Regional Coordinators’ Forum3 conducted a global 
study among the programme’s members and partners to examine the effects 
of NCCR North-South research partnerships on partners mainly in the South 
(Upreti et al, in press). The study was funded by the Swiss Agency for Devel-
opment and Cooperation and the NCCR North-South, and managed and 
implemented by a core group put together by the Regional Coordinators’ 
Forum from among its members. One of the objectives of this study was to 
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analyse capacity development in selected countries. The data for this study 
were collected by means of a questionnaire survey involving 104 respond-
ents in 20 countries across Asia, Africa, Western Europe, and South Ameri-
ca. The present section of this article is based on some of the qualitative and 
quantitative results obtained in this study. In what follows, institutional and 
individual capacity development is assessed in terms of employment status, 
training and education, visibility and recognition, and managerial capacity. 

3.3.1 Employment status

Of a total of 104 respondents, 102 responded to the question related to 
employment. Sixty per cent of the 102 respondents were employed at the 
time of the survey in 2008. Most of the respondents who reported being 
unemployed were PhD students. Regional comparison of employment sta-
tus shows that employment ranged from 61.5% in South Asia to 100% in 
East Africa. One respondent from Pakistan who had recently completed his 
PhD within the NCCR North-South wrote: “Yes, [as a result of the NCCR 
North-South partnership], immediately after obtaining a PhD degree I was 
promoted to Assistant Professor at the University of Agriculture, Faisalabad, 
and also started a post-doc within the NCCR North-South.”

3.3.2 Technical capacity: training and education

Out of 104 individuals, 73 participated in different training programmes 
organised by the NCCR North-South; more than 90% of these respondents 
reported that this training was relevant. Most of the training was related to 
research methodology, concepts, data collection and analysis, and scientific 
writing and publishing. The field survey revealed that on average 70.2% 
of the individuals took some kind of training offered by the NCCR North-
South. The percentage of respondents that participated in training offered by 
the NCCR North-South regionally or globally varied from region to region: 
In South Asia, all respondents participated in training, followed by the Horn 
of Africa (91.7%), Southeast Asia (85.7%), Central Asia (81.8%), East Afri-
ca (75%), West Africa (65%), Central America and the Caribbean (55.6%), 
and South America (41.8%).

One of the observations made in the survey conducted by the Regional Coor-
dinators (Upreti et al, in press) is that local Master’s and PhD programmes 
tied to different training packages developed in the NCCR North-South 
were a fundamental means of capacity development in the South. Integrat-
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ed training courses and joint regional training courses involving researchers 
from all NCCR North-South partnership regions demonstrated that learning 
is enhanced by peer learning, sharing of experiences and knowledge, individ-
ual and collective writing, and reflection involving consciously constructiv-
ist and cognitive social processes. Education and training arrangements with 
NCCR North-South collaboration provided opportunities for the participants 
to acquire knowledge, skills, orientation, perspective, and  avenues for collec-
tive learning and societal interaction. However, in terms of the time frame for 
education, Southern researchers felt that time was short. For example, one of 
the respondents from Côte d’Ivoire wrote: 

It is a very good partnership for the development of science in the 

South, particularly the training of young researchers to ensure a 

new generation of scientists and to reduce brain drain. But the 

programme must understand and take into account the realities in 

Southern universities. For instance, the time for writing a thesis in 

the South, due to the difficulties with local academic supervision, 

may be 4 to 6 years, while the Programme limits fellowships to 3–4 

years.

Respondents indicated that education, training, and career orientation 
opportunities in the NCCR North-South partnership have enabled Southern 
researchers to modify their accustomed behaviour and helped them to devel-
op new forms of adaptive behaviour to tackle societal challenges requir-
ing a conscious dealing with social constructions of reality. In many cases, 
for example, Southern researchers had focused on case studies and narrow 
disciplinary research before entering into research partnerships within the 
NCCR North-South. In active collaboration within the NCCR North-South, 
they began to link their research with societal problems, expanded concep-
tual and theoretical understandings, and also used and – even more impor-
tantly − actively engaged in inter- and transdisciplinary research to address 
societal problems.

In addition, the study revealed that transdisciplinary learning is a heuris-
tic process of generating both scientific-academic and societal knowledge 
through a combination of ‘finding out’ and ‘taking action’ (through partner-
ship action projects), adjusting to circumstances, and gaining new experi-
ences and insights, both by adapting to change and by using new understand-
ing and building on feelings, attitudes, and values. Hence, it was a form of 
social learning as defined above. In this regard, one of the respondents said: 
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“[A]t the beginning I was a purely technocratic water specialist, but now, 
after NCCR North-South support, I have started thinking more and more 
about human aspects, and we integrate them now in our research activities.” 
Another respondent, a member of a sheep breeders’ association, said,

I for the first time feel a totally different approach to our organisa-

tion as a farmers’ organisation – we feel trust. We feel that we are 

not only an organisation supported by a grant but first of all an 

organisation that is responsible to our members for the implemen-

tation of our goals. This gives us other significant meaning.

3.3.3 Visibility and recognition

Visibility and recognition are important factors in capacity development 
and even go beyond it. They are important elements in the empowerment of 
researchers. In empirical terms, 68% of the responses (282 of 415 responses 
from the 104 respondents) expressed the perception that collaboration with 
the NCCR North-South had raised their visibility and recognition.

Table 1 shows that 68% of the Southern researchers reported their visibil-
ity and recognition to have been generally enhanced. Of these researchers, 
77.6% earned more prestige than before, 65.7% felt more heard than before, 
71% got a promotion, 54.5% got a salary increase, and 69% published more 
after they started collaboration with the NCCR North-South. An academic 
partner in Kyrgyzstan said that “the Programme influenced our world out-

Respondents Northern Southern Overall

Statements Agreed % Agreed % Agreed %

Felt more heard than 
before 

13 56.5 46 65.7 59 63.4

Got a promotion 19 82.6 49 71.0 68 73.9

Earned more prestige 11 52.4 52 77.6 63 71.6

Gave more public speech-
es and produced more 
scientific papers

13 52.0 50 69.4 63 64.9

Got a salary increase 15 62.5 36 54.5 51 56.7

Published more 18 78.3 49 69.0 67 71.3

Total values 89 64.0 282 68.0 371 67.0

Table 1

 
Perceived increase 

in visibility and 
recognition at the 

individual level 
after collaboration 

with the Swiss 
National Centre of 

Competence in 
Research (NCCR) 

North-South.

Source: Field 
 survey conducted 

in 2008.
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look, our approach to research, and the significance of human factors”. Many 
respondents specifically stated that participation in integrated and regional 
training courses4 gave them international exposure and helped to increase 
their professional competences, reflected in the number and quality of 
publications. At their workplaces, their status was enhanced based on their 
academic degrees and their expertise. “Due to the NCCR North-South pro-
gramme, I got international exposure and this exposure gave me an edge over 
my colleagues”, wrote a PhD graduate from Pakistan. In reply to the question 
whether conducting research within the NCCR North-South helped individ-
ual researchers to earn more prestige and recognition and strengthen their 
capacities, one respondent, a PhD student from Nepal, said, “Yes, it has posi-
tive effects – academically and in network-building. It has made me more 
mature academically, and it has helped me develop useful networks. I’ve pre-
sented papers in important workshops regarding my area of research.”

Regarding the effect of a socially enhanced position for researchers after col-
laboration with the NCCR North-South, 71.6% of the researchers reported 
that they enjoyed more prestige in society than before (Table 2). Regional 
data indicate that the partnership’s effect of enhancing researchers’ visibil-
ity and recognition was markedly weaker in Central America and the Carib-
bean than in the other regions, for all five indicators. Possible reasons include 
already high salaries, while language difficulties may have limited publica-
tions in English. The regional variability in the programme’s impact on vis-
ibility and recognition – the highest impact having been reported by South-
east Asian researchers and the lowest by researchers from Central America 
and the Caribbean – shows that some indicators may not be relevant for 
measuring success and therefore generalised indicators for assessment may 
not prove useful. Greater prestige in society from partnership with the NCCR 
North-South also depends on the nature of the various societies, and replies 
reflect personal perceptions of the respondents themselves. “More oppor-
tunities to present papers and give speeches”, another indicator of visibility 
and recognition, depends upon the research topic and the type of partner (e.g. 
academic institution or non-governmental organisation). Similarly, more 
publications are not a useful means of gaining visibility and recognition in 
some regions (e.g. Central America and the Caribbean, followed by the Horn 
of Africa) although it is very useful in others (e.g. South Asia or West Africa). 
Plausible reasons for this variability include the varying priority attributed to 
publications in the different partnership regions and in their regional strate-
gies, and the presence or absence of joint writing practices involving col-
laboration between senior and junior researchers.
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Table 3 shows that 68% of the academic partner institutions had not intro-
duced new programmes, whereas 57.7% of the non-academic partners had 
introduced new research or research collaboration programmes with academ-
ic institutions. In the case of complementary effects of NCCR North-South 
collaboration on partner institutions in terms of attracting other academic col-
laborations, 50% gave a positive answer. However, 81.8% of academic and 
65.4% of non-academic partners said that cooperation had raised their status, 
and academic partners were able to attract more Master’s and PhD students, 
which helped in mobilising budgets and producing more publications. Over-
all, the data in Table 3 thus clearly show an increase in the visibility and the 
recognition of Southern partner institutions. The head of one of the depart-
ments of a cooperating university wrote in the questionnaire form, “[t]his 
North–South partnership has definitely helped raise the status of our institu-
tion by enhancing research capabilities of students and faculties”. Twenty-
two academic and 24 non-academic institutions responded to the question 
of how the partnership benefited institutions in the South and in the North. 
Ninety per cent of the academic and 88% of the non-academic partners stated 
that both the North and the South had benefited from the partnership. One 
of the respondents said that “[i]t has been providing a forum for knowledge 
sharing and interaction. It is also an obligation for both partners, the North 
and the South, to facilitate each other based on the strengths and weaknesses 

Table 2

Comparison of 
responses in the 

different Southern 
partnership 

regions regarding 
increased visibility 
and recognition at 

the individual level 
after collaboration 

with the Swiss 
National Centre of 

Competence in 
Research (NCCR) 
North-South (per-

centages).

Source: Field 
 survey conducted 

in 2008.

Respondents
by region

Statements

West 
Africa

East 
Africa

Horn 
of 
Africa

Central 
Asia

South 
Asia

South- 
east 
Asia

Central 
America 
and Car-
ibbean

South 
America

Overall

Got a promo-
tion 

73.7 85.7 60.0 70.0 81.8 83.3 25.0 90.5 73.9

Earned more 
prestige

77.8 83.3 62.5 81.8 66.7 100.0 33.3 70.0 71.6

Gave more 
public 
speeches and 
produced 
more scientific 
papers

63.2 57.1 72.7 54.5 60.0 100.0 22.2 78.3 64.9

Got a salary 
increase 

36.8 57.1 70.0 80.0 66.7 57.1 22.2 68.4 56.7

Published 
more 

82.4 71.4 60.0 70.0 83.3 71.4 22.2 81.4 71.3
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of the partners”. Another respondent said, “[t]he Northern researchers are 
able to broaden their horizon and get first-hand knowledge of Southern 
 realities. For us it was an opportunity to link issues at micro level with meso-
micro realities.”

Similarly, a Tajik partner said,

[t]he interest of the Institute in GIS has grown recently due to col-

laboration with the programme. Now we make every effort to shift 

from manual soil mapping to GIS. Even the Institute has followed 

a new strategy – development of soil maps – with the help of GIS 

technology.

Once visibility and recognition increase, it is easier for researchers to influ-
ence changes in policy, though not all respondents felt this way. In this 
regard, both academic and non-academic Southern partners stated that they 
had access to and influence on policy-making at local, regional, and national 
levels. One respondent from a non-academic partner organisation in Kyr-
gyzstan said:

Of course, it’s now very early to say anything about our influence 

on policy changes, but we already have good feedback from farm-

ers, governments, and the Ministry of Agriculture. In any case, we 

Respondents Academic  
institutions

Non-academic 
institutions

Overall

Statements Agreed % Agreed % Agreed %

Introduced new degree 
and research programmes

8 32.0 15 57.7 23 45.1

Attracted other academic 
collaboration 

12 50.0 13 52.0 25 51.0

Collaboration raised 
status

18 81.8 17 65.4 35 72.9

Attracted more Master’s 
and PhD students

16 64.0 13 50.0 29 56.9

Mobilised more resources 14 60.9 14 60.9 28 60.9

Enhanced publications 20 80.0 11 42.3 31 60.8

Total values 89 64.0 282 68.0 371 67.0

Table 3

 
Perceived increase 
in visibility and 
recognition at the 
institutional level 
after collaboration 
with the Swiss 
National Centre of 
Competence in 
Research (NCCR) 
North-South.

Source: Field 
 survey conducted 
in 2008.
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try to contribute to development of rural areas by making the con-

cerns of rural people known to the government and to the people 

who take decisions. We have tried to create a platform for dialogue 

between different actors.

Institutional capacity in partner institutions and organisations was strength-
ened by supporting e-learning and library resources, strengthening comput-
ing services and networks, developing an effective communication strategy, 
and collective efforts to generate financial resources.

Enhancement of managerial capacity was another indicator used in the assess-
ment. However, none of the respondents reported having explicitly obtained 
management training as part of the collaboration with the NCCR North-South. 
Managerial capacity increased as a result of on-the-job learning.

3.4 Capacity development and social learning 

In an enabling environment, learning occurs at individual, institutional, 
social, and societal levels. The transdisciplinary approach of the NCCR 
North-South provides an avenue to all four levels of learning. Transdisci-
plinary research is basically built on a constructivist perspective: it assumes 
that multiple realities (and epistemologies) exist and it addresses complex 
problems that require constant collective interaction and concerted actions, 
and negotiation of values as well as understandings of where the knowledge 
production process should lead those involved in it (Wiesmann et al 2008; 
Pohl et al 2010). Confronting multiple and conflicting social realities as the 
product of human intellect and adaptation requires that researchers take a 
social-constructivist perspective (Röling 1999).

Differences in interests, objectives, and world views encourage individual 
researchers to examine reality through the constructivist lens to address soci-
etal problems, tackle conflicting goals, and negotiate shared goals by using 
various platforms of negotiation (Röling and Wagemakers 1998; Röling 
1999). The NCCR North-South partnership provided such a platform for 
researchers. 

It was reported that by getting involved in NCCR North-South research, 
institutions and individuals expanded their knowledge networks, used avail-
able platforms, expanded options for collaboration in research and publica-

Respondents Academic  
institutions

Non-academic 
institutions

Overall

Statements Agreed % Agreed % Agreed %

Introduced new degree 
and research programmes

8 32.0 15 57.7 23 45.1

Attracted other academic 
collaboration 

12 50.0 13 52.0 25 51.0

Collaboration raised 
status

18 81.8 17 65.4 35 72.9

Attracted more Master’s 
and PhD students

16 64.0 13 50.0 29 56.9

Mobilised more resources 14 60.9 14 60.9 28 60.9

Enhanced publications 20 80.0 11 42.3 31 60.8

Total values 89 64.0 282 68.0 371 67.0
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tions, and developed transdisciplinary perspectives to promote purposeful 
action for addressing the challenges of sustainable development arising from 
‘messy’ and complex problem situations with fuzzy goals (Checkland and 
Scholes 1990). 

Some of the respondents saw a need for more interaction and sharing between 
North and South. This is reflected, for example, in the statement of José Luis 
Coraggio, who implemented a partnership action within the framework of 
the NCCR North-South:

[A]t the beginning there was a group (NCCR North-South people) 

with whom we could discuss in depth all the issues, and it would 

have been good if we could have kept on working together, but all 

in all, they played a role in proposing ideas and presenting pro-

jects, and then we implemented them within the institution; we had 

no chance for mutual growth and enrichment.

3.5  Enabling and limiting factors for research 
 capacity development in the South 

The study also addressed the question of which elements and conditions of 
the NCCR North-South partnership had enabling and which had limiting 
effects on research capacity development in the South. The following factors 
were found to have had an enabling influence:

−  Making better coaching, backstopping, and supervision available to stu-
dents and researchers 

− Clear roles and responsibilities, coupled with autonomy
− Encouragement of publications, dissemination of results, and reflection
− Platforms for sharing and reflection 
− Research combined with training and education
− Platforms for enhancing visibility and recognition
− Mutual trust among the collaborating partners in the North and the South 
−  Career opportunities after training in collaboration with Northern partners
−  Innovative character of capacity development in the NCCR North-South 

partnership
−  Development of a critical mass of young researchers through Master’s, 

PhD, and post-doc programmes 
− Transdisciplinary research approach
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The transdisciplinary approach to research adopted by the NCCR North-
South became a powerful means of capacity development, in that it required 
researchers to focus on designing an interface between society, policy, and 
research. The transdisciplinary perspective also induced a shift from domi-
nant disciplinary research strategies to collective work and social learning 
about complex societal problems. By contrast, capacity development in the 
South was limited by the following factors:

−  Significant lack of access to high-quality scientific information, research, 
and academic forums and platforms in the South

−  Rigid rules and regulations as well as operational procedures in partner 
institutions restricting flexibility and innovation

−  Poor connections between teaching and research, undermining research 
aspects in teaching

− Lack of resources and institutional backing
− Lack of human and financial resources in academic institutions
− Political interference

3.6 Conclusions 

The NCCR North-South research programme has adopted innovative prac-
tices in negotiating, planning, implementing, and monitoring research part-
nerships and sharing benefits. This has challenged the conventional modality 
of research collaboration focused on ‘technology transfer’, where Northern 
partners extend technical assistance to researchers in the South and are seen 
as the reservoir of knowledge, while Southern partners are seen as mere 
users. 

The development of capacities among Southern researchers with regard to 
research, publication of results, and engagement in theoretical and concep-
tual debates is crucially important for addressing societal challenges. There-
fore, a long-term investment in these areas is strategically important. The 
NCCR North-South research partnership has helped Southern researchers to 
promote their potentials and link up with the global knowledge community, 
and, ultimately, has broadened knowledge and brought about changes in atti-
tudes and behaviour among researchers. The NCCR North-South has pro-
vided researchers in the South with space as well as methodological and theo-
retical instruments to develop competence in conducting quality research and 
broaden their options. It has enhanced their visibility and recognition, and has 
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assisted them in charting a career path. One of the important lessons learnt 
from cooperation within the framework of the NCCR North-South is to build 
on existing capacity, carefully assessing potentials and making the impacts of 
research one of the important components in the research partnership. 

Capacity development is a complex and dynamic process of learning, action 
and interaction, and reflection and adaptation within society. It requires time, 
investment of resources, and targeted efforts. Capacity development is rel-
evant only if the acquired knowledge, skills, and experience of researchers 
are used to tackle societal problems. 

The NCCR North-South research partnership seems successful in bringing 
Southern and Northern researchers together for collective learning, joint 
problem identification, joint research, and concerted action for publication 
and synthesis. The NCCR North-South has provided platforms for Southern 
collaborators to engage in an interactive process by exposing themselves to 
multiple perspectives and complex problems. These platforms offered space 
for different researchers to work together and develop common understand-
ings of social dynamics and complex problems. The networks developed 
from such interactive processes are instrumental in developing the ability 
of researchers to explore different strategies, to negotiate between conflict-
ing interests, and to accommodate differences. As societal challenges and 
problems of sustainable development are related to both ‘hard’ ecosystems 
(where outcomes are defined by laws of nature) and ‘soft’ systems (where 
outcomes are determined by social processes), dealing with these systems 
requires an interface (Long and Long 1992) between hard and soft systems, 
and suitable capacity.
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2 Within the NCCR North-South programme, a few voices have expressed doubt as to whether the 

KFPE principles can really solve the fundamental issue of persistent disparities between the 
North and the South with regard to research set-ups: “The guidelines are not relevant for research 
practice. […] [They] are very functionalistic. They do not see the people in the research partner-
ships, which imply conflict and getting involved with each other. The partners need to develop 
a level to relate to each other and to establish mechanisms to continue relating to each other. The 
guidelines still have a paternalist undertone. […] Questions of competence and authority, power, 
and responsibility would need to be part of the guidelines.” This echoes the critique expressed 
by Bradley (2007). But on the whole, the respondents of the study conducted by the Regional 
Coordinators’ Forum (see section below and Endnote 3) felt that the 11 KFPE principles had been 
well followed by the NCCR North-South.

3 The Regional Coordinators’ Forum (RCF) is a body within the NCCR North-South research 
partnership arrangement consisting of all Regional Coordinators, that is, the leaders of the 9 
NCCR North-South partnership regions. Eight of these 9 regions are situated in the South, and 
are coordinated by leaders from the South. The RCF launched an independent research project 
entitled “Exploring Partnership Dynamics”, which was funded by the South-South Fund of the 
NCCR North-South and by SDC to promote South–South collaboration. The South-South Fund 
is an outcome of a learning process within the NCCR North-South programme, in the course of 
which the donors and the NCCR North-South Board of Directors realised that there was a need 
for allocating additional funds for collaboration among Southern partners with an agenda defined 
by them rather than by Northern partners.
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4 Integrated training courses (ITCs) are events in which PhD candidates and senior researchers from 
all 9 partnership regions participate; they are conceived in a modular way, as an opportunity for 
learning to work in a more inter- and transdisciplinary manner. Regional training courses (RTCs) 
are events organised by the Southern regions, based on demands from PhD candidates and senior 
researchers working in the regions. Some RTCs have been organised jointly by several Southern 
regions as continental RTCs, increasing the level of exposure of participants to international 
exchange.



89

Capacity Development in the South: Research Partnerships and Social Learning

 References

Publications elaborated within the framework of NCCR North-South research are indicated 
by an asterisk (*).

Bradley M. 2007. North-South Research Partnerships: Challenges, Responses and Trends. A 
Literature Review and Annotated Bibliography. IDRC Canadian Partnerships Working 
Paper Series, Working Paper 1. Ottawa, Canada: International Development Research 
Centre (IDRC).

Bradley M. 2008. On the agenda: North-South research partnerships and agenda setting 
 processes. Development in Practice 18(6):673–685.

Checkland P, Scholes J. 1990. Soft Systems Methodology in Action. Hoboken, NJ: John Wiley 
and Sons. 

Gaillard J. 1998. Donor models for strengthening research capacity building in developing 
countries. In: Garrett MJ, Granqvist CG, editors. Basic Sciences and Development. 
Aldershot, UK: Ashgate, pp 37−74. 

Gaillard J, editor. 1996. Coopérations scientifiques internationales [International Scientific 
Cooperation]. Les sciences hors de l’occident au XXe siècle, Vol. 7. Paris, France: 
ORSTOM [Office de Recherche Scientifique et Technique Outre-Mer].

Goldstein H. 1981. Social Learning and Change: A Cognitive Approach to Human Services. 
Columbia, SC: University of South Carolina Press.

* Hurni H, Wiesmann U, Schertenleib R, editors. 2004. Research for Mitigating Syndromes 
of Global Change: A Transdisciplinary Appraisal of Selected Regions of the World to 
Prepare Development-oriented Research Partnerships. Perspectives of the Swiss 
National Centre of Competence in Research (NCCR) North-South, Vol. 1. Bern, Swit-
zerland: Geographica Bernensia.

KFPE [Commission for Research Partnerships with Developing Countries]. 1998. Guidelines 
for Research in Partnership with Developing and Countries. Bern, Switzerland: KFPE.

KFPE [Commission for Research Partnerships with Developing Countries]. 2001. Enhancing 
Research Capacity in Developing and Transitional Countries. Bern, Switzerland: Geo-
graphica Bernensia.

KFPE [Swiss Commission for Research Partnerships and Developing Countries]. 2011. KFPE’s 
New Guidelines for Research in Partnership: Draft Versions. http://www.kfpe.ch/ 
11-Principles-draft/; accessed on 16 November 2011.

Long N, Long A, editors. 1992. Battlefields of Knowledge: The Interlocking of Theory and 
Practice in Social Research and Development. London, UK: Routledge.

Maarleveld M, Dangbegnon C. 1999. Managing natural resources: A social learning perspec-
tive. Agriculture and Human Values 16(3):267−280.

Maselli D, Lys JA, Schmid J. 2006. Improving Impacts of Research Partnerships. 2nd edition. 
Bern, Switzerland: Geographica Bernensia and Swiss Commission for Research Part-
nerships with Developing Countries (KFPE).

Pohl C, Hirsch Hadorn G. 2007. Principles for Designing Transdisciplinary Research. Munich, 
Germany: oekom Verlag.

* Pohl C, Rist S, Zimmermann A, Fry P, Gurung GS, Schneider F, Ifejika Speranza C, Kiteme B, 
Boillat S, Serrano E, Hirsch Hadorn G, Wiesmann U. 2010. Researchers’ roles in knowl-
edge co-production: Experience from sustainability research in Kenya, Switzerland, 
Bolivia and Nepal. Science and Public Policy 37(4):267–281.

Röling N. 1997. The soft side of land: Socio-economic sustainability of land use systems. ITC 
Journal 1997(3/4):248−262.

Röling N. 1999. Modelling the soft side of land: The potential of multi-agent systems. In: 
Leeuwis C, editor. Integral Design: Innovation in Agriculture and Resource Manage-
ment. Mansholt Studies 15. Wageningen, The Netherlands: Mansholt Institute and 
Backhuys Publishers, pp 73−97.

Röling N, Wagemakers A, editors. 1998. Facilitating Sustainable Agriculture: Participatory 
Learning and Adaptive Management in Times of Environmental Uncertainties. Cam-
bridge, UK: Cambridge University Press.

http://www.kfpe.ch/11-Principles-draft/
http://www.kfpe.ch/11-Principles-draft/


Research for Sustainable Development: Foundations, Experiences, and Perspectives

90

North-South
perspectives

Stiglitz J. 2000. Scan globally, reinvent locally: Knowledge infrastructure and the localiza-
tion of knowledge. Development and Cooperation 4:8−11.

Toni F, Velho L. 2000. Comparative Study of the Impact of Donor-initiated Programmes on 
Research Capacity in the South: The Case of Nicaragua. The Hague, The Netherlands: 
Ministry of Development Cooperation.

Trostle JA. 1992. Research capacity building in international health: Definitions, evaluations, 
and strategies for success. Social Science and Medicine 35:1321−1324.

* Upreti BR, Zimmermann AB, Berhanu Debele, Cissé G; with contributions from the NCCR 
North-South Regional Coordinators. In press. Partnerships in Development-oriented 
Research: Lessons Learnt and Challenges Ahead. Kathmandu, Nepal: Swiss National 
Centre of Competence in Research (NCCR) North-South, South Asia Coordination 
Office.

Velho L. 2002. North-South collaboration and systems of innovation. Journal of Technology 
Management and Sustainable Development 1(3):171−185. 

Velho L, Paula de Souza MC, Vilar R. 2004. Building Research Capacity in Social Sciences for 
Development in Bolivia: A Case of Institutional Innovation. Discussion Paper 8. Maas-
tricht, The Netherlands: Institute for New Technologies, United Nations University. 
Also available at: http://www.intech.unu.edu/publications/ 
discussion-papers/2004-8.pdf; accessed on 30 April 2010.

Wiesmann U, Biber-Klemm S, Grossenbacher-Mansuy W, Hirsch Hadorn G, Hoffmann-Riem 
H, Joye D, Pohl C, Zemp E. 2008. Enhancing transdisciplinary research: A synthe-
sis in fifteen propositions. In: Hirsch Hadorn G, Hoffmann-Riem H, Biber-Klemm S, 
Grossenbacher-Mansuy W, Joye D, Pohl C, Wiesmann U, Zemp E, editors. Handbook of 
Transdisciplinary Research. Berlin, Germany: Springer, pp 433–441.

http://www.intech.unu.edu/publications/discussion-papers/2004-8.pdf
http://www.intech.unu.edu/publications/discussion-papers/2004-8.pdf



