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This study explores heterogeneity in farmers’ value network embeddedness as one of the 

possible reasons why multi-stakeholder platforms (MSPs) - contrary to their mission - may fail 

to be inclusive in triggering farmer innovation in rural development contexts. Farmers 

traditionally face several infrastructural issues when seeking to innovate and create value for 

their family, communities and/or customers (World Bank 2013). One of them is the limited 

access to knowledge flows on technology, markets, agricultural and post-harvest practices 

(Hounkonnou et al. 2012). To address this long-standing issue and complement the declining 

role of publicly funded agricultural extension, MSPs have emerged since early 2000s as 

institutions that convey multiple actors in and around food value chains, including farmers, with 

the mission of stimulating widespread farmer innovation. Because of their mission, they have 

been also defined Innovation Platforms (IPs). Despite a widespread enthusiasm across policy 

and academic arenas, though, there is little empirical evidence of MSPs having enhanced 

innovation of a large majority of farmers besides few that had already established knowledge 

flows with other food value chain actors (Bitzer 2012). This contrast calls for a deeper 

exploration on whether MSPs are indeed inclusive as they claim to be or not, to what extent, 

and how they could be more inclusive. 

To further understand why MSPs may fail to stimulate widespread farmer innovation in 

rural development and thus improve their inclusiveness, this study introduces the concept of 

farmers’ value network embeddedness in the context of MSPs. Value networks represent sets 

of relationships in a system (e.g., community, country or region) associated with the key 

resources, both tangible (e.g. money, products, infrastructure) and intangible (e.g. rules, 

knowledge, reputation) that create value to the actors receiving them (Allee 2008). These 

features make the concept of value networks complementary to similar ones – namely, value 

chains, social networks and net-chains (Lazzarini et al. 2001) – in understanding an actor’s 
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strategic position in complex systems. As such, many assume embeddedness in these value 

networks to be critical for farmers - as well as any actors part of complex agri-food systems – 

to innovate, reduce risk and create social and economic value (Ferris et al. 2006; Zott and Amit 

2010; Dentoni and Peterson 2011).  

To analyse the heterogeneity in farmers’ value network embeddedness in the context of 

emerging MSPs in rural development, this study focuses on the in-depth case of 27 smallholder 

farmers in Manafwa district (Eastern Region, Uganda) producing Arabica coffee. First, these 

farmers were selected to be representative of the geographical and gender differences among 

coffee producers in Manafwa and, furthermore, to be already reachable through the VIP4FS 

Project network. Moreover, farmers were sampled to display heterogeneous location, gender, 

age and farm size. Data collection took place in November-December 2016. On average, and 

despite the wide variations, the sampled farmers had 52 years old, a 7-unit household, 3,6 acres 

of total arable land and a coffee production between 65 kilograms to 1,5 tons. Through semi-

structured interviews, farmers were asked to describe in depth 1) the constraints to innovation 

that they currently face in their coffee production, input supply and demand, 2) the set of actors 

that influence these innovation constraints and 3) how these actors exercise influence by giving 

or receiving resources to them. As a form of triangulation, also nine key informants involved 

in the same coffee value networks (input supplier, middlemen, government workers, 

processors/exporters and an area cooperative enterprise) have been interviewed. 

Subsequently, data have been analysed in three steps. First, value network analysis was 

employed qualitatively by mapping the existing actor relationships in and around the associated 

with the key resources that these actors exchange or share with each other (Allee, 2008). 

Second, three key indicators of farmers’ embeddedness were assessed, namely reciprocity, 

resource diversification and channel diversification. Reciprocity involves the extent to which 

an actor shares resources bi-directionally with other actors. The resource diversification of an 

actor describes the heterogeneity of resources provided or received from other actors. Channel 

diversification includes the wideness of relationships through which the resources of an actor 

are shared (Allee, 2000; 2008). Third, a cluster analysis was performed to disentangle farmers’ 

heterogeneity in terms of value network embeddedness, demographics and farm characteristics. 

Fourth, the emerging typologies of farmers were related to the key innovation constraints that 

they currently face – now that a MSP has recently started working to address these constraints. 

Results from the value network analysis show that farmers widely differ from each other 

in terms of their value network embeddedness. In particular, three clusters of farmers emerge 

from the 27 smallholders interviewed:  

• Cluster 1: Five young male farmers located in highlands, with small farm size (> 0,5 

acres dedicated to coffee) and making little use of agricultural inputs and selling 

middlemen show predominantly low resource diversification  Innovation 

constraints: Along with financial constraints, these farmers generally receive limited 

knowledge, information and training. 

• Cluster 2: Ten elder female farmers located in midlands, with average farm size (0,5 < 

2,5 acres), making little to no use of agricultural inputs and selling to middlemen and 

cooperatives show predominantly high reciprocity  Innovation constraints: Along 

with financial constraints, these farmers have limited access to input suppliers. Through 

their linkage with cooperatives, they receive more knowledge and information than 

Cluster 1.  

• Cluster 3: Twelve middle-aged male farmers located in lowlands, with larger farm size 

(2,5+ acres), making extensive use of agricultural inputs and selling cooperatives and 



processors/exporters show predominantly low reciprocity and high resource 

diversification  Innovation constraints: These farmers perceive lesser financial 

constraints, higher market prices and better access to knowledge and information than 

Clusters 1 and 2. 

Although limited to a small sample of 27 smallholders in Manafwa, these findings highlight 

that coffee farmers face wide differences in terms of their embeddedness in value networks, 

therefore they are exposed to heterogeneous sets of constraints to innovation. Along with the 

qualitative results from the value network analysis (see pages 40-42 in the main thesis), these 

results suggest the following set of implications for VIP4FS Project and similar projects 

building and/or supporting MSPs: 

• Farmers from the highlands (Cluster 1) predominantly need a wider set of resources 

than knowledge, which is usually that they obtain from peer farmers and other 

stakeholders in MSPs. In particular, these farmers may find MSPs mostly useful to build 

relationships with input suppliers, buyers, financial and training institutions.  

• Farmers from the midlands (Cluster 2), as they are already strongly interdependent with 

their cooperatives, may find MSPs mostly useful to access input suppliers, 

processors/exporters and financial institutions. 

• Farmers from the lowlands (Cluster 3), as they already receive a wider range of 

resources from multiple stakeholders, may use MSPs to build direct relationships with 

export markets, urban retailers and banks. These farmers may also use MSPs to build 

new relationships with farmers in highlands or midlands (cluster 1 and 2).  

Since reflecting the heterogeneity of farmers’ value network embeddedness at the start of the 

VIP4FS project – as a project aiming to develop and support inclusive MSPs also in coffee 

production and marketing – these findings provide 1) initial recommendations on how to MSP 

decision-makers can tailor the network development of coffee smallholders to balance 

economic growth and inclusiveness; a 2) baseline data to assess changes in network 

development around each smallholder typology up to 2019 (by the end of the VIP4FS project). 
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