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Advancing global sustainable development hinges on strengthening the connections between

science, society, and policy, as well as addressing existing science inequalities. Research

funding programmes play a pivotal role in this context, but little is known about how they can

actively nurture required transformations of the science systems. In this paper, we investigate

how science funders can actively promote science-society-policy interactions through

transdisciplinary research (TDR) as a means to advance sustainable development in the

Global South. Our primary focus is on the research funding programme “LIRA 2030 Africa”.

Our research has revealed three closely intertwined pathways for cultivating TDR in this

context: (1) Enabling African scientists to lead high-quality TDR projects, (2) empowering

African scientists to pursue a career as TDR researchers, and 3) enhancing the context

conditions for doing TDR in Africa. By scrutinising the advantages and challenges associated

with these pathways and their associated activities, we conclude that fostering TDR in Africa

necessitates a multifaceted approach. This approach entails a combination of measures, such

as providing research grants, offering TDR and leadership training, fostering networks,

developing institutions, and facilitating collaboration across various funders.
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Introduction

Policy visions, such as the United Nations Agenda 2030
(“Transforming Our World”) and the African Union’s
Agenda 2063 (“The Africa We Want”), identified science as

critical means for advancing sustainable development. Whilst the
pivotal role of science in generating relevant knowledge for sus-
tainable transformations is gaining traction across science and
policy communities globally, research in the Global North and
South are providing evidence of vast differences in the potential
of science to drive ongoing transformations in a sustainable
direction (Fazey et al. 2020; Llopis et al. 2020; Messerli et al. 2019;
Schneider et al. 2019; UN GSDR, 2019). This paper responds to
the need of transforming science systems to foster transformative
change in African cities.

We focus on two challenges that should be addressed within
science systems: 1) The need to strengthen science-society-policy
interactions and 2) the need to tackle existing science inequalities
between research in the Global North and South. Transdisciplinary
research (TDR) is increasingly recognised as a useful approach for
improving these interactions (Jahn et al. 2012; OECD, 2020;
Schneider et al. 2019), whilst the need to support and amplify
research capacity of the Global South is seen as a priority in fos-
tering global science and education systems that are equitable and
context relevant (Atindehou et al. 2019; Maassen, 2020).

The way science funders design their research funding pro-
grammes, plays a significant role in determining how TDR is
conducted, and where and how investments in science capacity
are utilised. This article aims to contribute evidence on how
science funders can achieve the dual role of fostering science-
society-policy interactions, whilst simultaneously tackling science
inequalities through capacity building. More specifically, the
question is how research funding programmes can foster TDR for
advancing sustainable development in the Global South. The
focus is the research funding programme of the International
Science Council (ISC): Leading Integrated Research for the
Agenda 2030 in Africa (2017–2021) – LIRA 2030 Africa. By
focusing on the benefits and challenges presented by the pro-
gramme’s pathways to foster TDR and associated activities, this
paper contributes to debates on the scale and scope of transfor-
mations of science and higher-education systems in Africa and
the role of science funding.

Transdisciplinarity and the role of research funding pro-
gramme designs. TDR aims at linking scientific knowledge
production and societal problem solving in processes of knowl-
edge co-production. It is “a reflexive research process that
addresses societal problems by means of interdisciplinary colla-
boration as well as the collaboration between researchers and
extra-scientific actors; its aim is to enable mutual learning pro-
cesses between science and society” (Jahn et al. 2012). TDR has
been developed as scholars realised that traditional ways of dis-
ciplinary knowledge production are insufficient to accommodate
the complexity, uncertainty, and contested nature of sustainability
challenges (Hirsch Hadorn et al. 2006; Huutoniemi, 2014; Jahn
et al. 2012; Schneider et al. 2019). In these situations, researchers
from social and natural sciences need to collaborate with various
societal actors throughout the research process in order to jointly
generate the knowledge needed to act towards sustainability.
Consequently, TDR is often depicted as an ideal-typical process
composed of three phases: Phase A ‘collaboratively framing the
problem and building a collaborative research team’; phase B, ‘co-
producing solution-oriented and transferable knowledge through
collaborative research’; and phase C, ‘(re-)integrating and
applying the produced knowledge in both scientific and societal
practice’ (Lang et al. 2012).

Over the years, a considerable body of literature has emerged
about TDR on the project level (e.g. Culwick and Patel, 2017;
Schneider and Buser, 2018; Stauffacher et al. 2008; van Breda and
Swilling, 2019). One key conclusion of these studies is that TDR
requires conditions that differ from those needed for basic
disciplinary research (e.g. regarding time, skills, and resources for
collaboration, review processes, career incentives (Dedeurwaerdere,
2013; Kläy et al. 2015; Kueffer et al. 2012; OECD, 2020; Roux et al.
2010; Schneidewind, 2009)). For example, Barth et al. (2020)
stressed that TDR requires additional knowledge and skills, which
are usually not covered by traditional higher-education curricula
(e.g. methods for knowledge integration, competences for
stakeholder interactions). Bromham et al. (2016) found that TDR
proposals have difficulty in obtaining funding. Reasons for this are:
(a) Despite a widespread call for TDR, most research funding
instruments are structured along disciplinary lines (Woelert and
Millar, 2013); (b) reviewers tend to apply disciplinary quality
criteria when assessing them (Mansilla, 2006); and (c) when
successfully evaluated, typical TDR components, such as joint
problem framing or stakeholder collaborations, are often not
covered by the traditional funding instruments (Matso and Becker,
2014; Schneider et al. 2019). Finally, Patel (2019) and Van Breda
et al. (2016) stressed that TDR careers of young TDR scholars can
be at risk, because classic academic career metrics still heavily
favour publications in academic disciplinary peer-reviewed
journals, whereas contributions to societal transformations, such
as, capacity development, social and institutional learning,
engagement with policy and the public, and relationship-building,
are less valued. Consequently, many scholars have stressed that for
TDR to reach its full potential, not only suitable methods and
epistemological foundations are required, but also fundamental
institutional changes in its governance and funding structures
(OECD, 2020).

As a consequence, while the broader research funding land-
scape remains organised along disciplinary lines, several national
and international research funding bodies started to develop
dedicated funding programmes promoting TDR (e.g. Belmont
Forum, Europe’s Horizon 2020 programme, or Germany’s
Research for Sustainable Development (FONA) initiative).
However, to date, relatively little evidence exists on how research
funding programmes can effectively foster implementation of
TDR, in particular in the Global South (Arnott, Kirchhoff et al.
2020; Lyall et al. 2013; Schneider et al. 2019).

Researchers studying such funding programmes identified
several areas of influence that are important for improving the
conditions of grantees to successfully undertake TDR. The areas
of influence include solicitation conditions, proposal review,
funding coverage, building of TDR capacity, implementation
support, and evaluation and learning (Arnott et al. 2020; Lyall
et al. 2013; Matso and Becker, 2014; Schneider et al. 2019).
Involvement of societal actors in related activities is considered
key, e.g. in evaluating research proposals or impacts (Mach et al.
2020; Schneider et al. 2019). In addition, there are several factors
that affect successful navigation of the overall funding pro-
grammes, including identification of the appropriate place/locus
of TDR, knowledge integration as a deliberate step throughout
the programme, inspiring leadership, and active management
(Lyall et al. 2013).

Although empirical research is still limited, an increasing
number of studies have examined activities of individual funding
programmes in relation to specific areas of influence. For
example, Arnott et al. (2020) tested if changes in solicitation
conditions encourage interactions between researchers and
societal actors, and Hoffmann et al. (Hoffmann et al. 2017)
examined the process of knowledge integration. Others focused
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on the overall design of research funding programmes. For
instance, Schneider et al. (2019) developed a model that
highlights three overlapping phases and ten key stages within a
lifecycle of a research funding programme that require special
consideration to foster TDR throughout that programme. The
stages address various areas of influence described above:
Programme preparation (incl. call), project proposal elaboration,
interactions with applicants, project selection, research activities,
joint agenda setting, networking and integration, interactions
with participating projects, external communication and imple-
mentation, programme conclusion and evaluation (see Table 1).
Reflexive application of the model is intended to help funding
agency staff in identifying the key stages in a funding programme
that require special consideration in order to improve conditions
for TDR. However, the model does not specify how the identified
stages should be designed and implemented in distinct contexts.
The authors of the model argue that this depends on the
particular programme’s thematic focus, goals, epistemological
assumptions, contextual factors and envisioned pathways to
societal impact (impact pathways describe a research pro-
gramme’s assumptions about how it might contribute to societal
transformations).

Research capacity in Africa. The global distribution of research
capacity is very unequal (Messerli et al. 2019; UN GSDR, 2019),
be it regarding classical science metrics, such as number of
researchers, publications, access to publications, funding, research
infrastructure, (Beaudry et al. 2018; Maassen, 2020), or regarding
TDR capacities more specifically (Belcher et al. 2016; Newig et al.
2019; OECD, 2020). This is particularly true for Africa. While
many African research institutions have increased their research
capacity in recent years (Kinyanjui and Fonn, 2020) – Africa’s
share of world science, as measured in published papers, doubled
from around 1.5 to 3% over the past 10 years (Mouton and
Blanckenberg, 2018) – overall research productivity is still lower

compared to other parts of the world (Maassen, 2020; Ngongalah
et al. 2019).

Reasons explaining these imbalances are multifaceted and
include – but are not limited to – aspects ranging from
historically grounded inequalities going back to colonial times,
current funding priorities of national governments, lack of stable
scientific institutions, to brain drain (Kozma et al. 2018; Mouton,
2018; Sheikheldin and Mohamed, 2021). Although many African
governments expressed strong commitment to strengthen the
science systems by increasing research funding (e.g. Agenda 2063,
(African Union Commission, 2015), the research expenditures of
many (sub-Saharan) African governments are still less than 0.5%
of their GDP (Mouton, 2018). This results in multiple challenges.
First, African scholars are regularly challenged by under-
resourced and weak institutional structures, including unstable
budgets and administration support, inadequate quality of
research infrastructures and education facilities, and high
teaching loads, all negatively impacting their research productiv-
ity (Beaudry et al. 2018; Mouton, 2018; Ngongalah et al. 2019;
Sheikheldin and Mohamed, 2021). Second, African scholars often
depend on international funding that reinforces the influence of
the Global North on setting research agendas (topics and
practices), which often have little resonance with the African
realities (Harle, 2016).

Furthermore, the prevailing science metrics disregard science-
internal as well as social processes and poorly recognise and
reward scientific contributions that focus on local issues of social
relevance (Maas et al. 2021): Researchers of the Global South
directing their capacities to issues of local societal benefit can lead
to less receptive scientific environment concerning global issues
(Biermann, 2002; Chataway et al. 2019; van Jaarsveldt et al. 2019).
Consequently, they tend to be indirectly excluded by self-
reinforcing global academic networks that are known to enhance
publication rates of certain authors while indirectly excluding
others (Maas et al. 2021). Publication of scientific results in other
than English languages, and the general underrepresentation of

Table 1 Overview on the ten key stages according to Schneider et al. (2019).

Key stages Short description

1. Programme preparation In this stage, the overall parameters of the programme and the future research are set, namely the
research and transformation goals, pathways to impact, as well as available funds. By outlining the
research requirements, it also defines the room for manoeuver applicants have in designing and
implementing TDR processes within specific projects.

2. Project proposal elaboration In response to the programme call, the research consortia then prepare and submit project proposals
specifying their goals, research questions, and methodological approaches.

3. Interactions with applicants During proposal writing, research programmes interact with their applicants in different ways (e.g.
communication of call requirements, preliminary feedback, coaching).

4. Project selection In this stage, the programme evaluates the proposals and decides which projects will be included in the
programme, what is expected of them, and how much funding they will receive.

5. Research activities The approved research projects implement the TDR described in their proposal.
6. Joint agenda setting Any research programme seeking to work towards transdisciplinary synthesis on behalf of overall

programme goals should include a joint agenda-setting stage at the very start of the research programme.
7. Networking and integration Networking and synthesis activities may be regarded as the core processes of TDR at the programme

level.
8. Interactions with participating projects Supportive interactions with participating projects is an ongoing task aiming to support the TDR work of

individual projects as effectively as possible. It can range from providing clarifying information about basic
requirements and offering targeted trainings to setting up adequate monitoring systems for evaluation of
individual project performances.

9. External communication and
transformation

In a TDR programme, this stage goes beyond classic activities of knowledge transfer, such as
communicating research results to society in a one-way process. It involves diverse and collaborative
forms of interaction, such as knowledge exchange, joint learning, and transformative practices.

10. Programme conclusion & impact
evaluation

The concluding stage of a TDR programme includes communication of final results, but also the handover
of responsibility to other suitable actors capable of carrying on the initiated work needed to contribute to
societal transformations. In addition, evaluation of scientific and societal impacts should be part of any
large research programme.
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scientists from Africa in editorial boards are among other factors
that affect appropriate recognition of African scientific work
(Nuñez et al. 2019).

The situation is particularly challenging for early career
scientists, because there are limited career opportunities, lack of
postgraduate programmes and fellowships, mentoring and
training, and restricted access to the scarce funding schemes
(Beaudry et al. 2018; Maassen, 2020). Consequently, up to 30% of
highly qualified African scholars leave the continent every year to
take over positions in other countries leading to brain drain
(Mouton, 2018). Currently, there are more African PhD holders
outside the continent than inside (Sheikheldin and Mohamed,
2021).

These existing science inequalities are putting Africa at
disadvantage in achieving sustainable development. Against this
background, several authors argued that massive financial
investments in research capacities are needed by both, national
governments and international funders, in order to enhance
research capacities for contributing to sustainable development in
Africa (European Commission, 9.03.2020; Maassen, 2020;
Messerli et al. 2019; UN GSDR, 2019). This is relevant for
science in general, but is even more crucial for TDR: Undertaking
this type of research requires strengthening related capacities
(ISC, 2020). Although alternative funding prioritising TDR has
emerged in recent years, most research funders are not yet
effectively supporting this type of research.

Questions, case study and methodology
To address our overall research question of how research funding
programmes can foster TDR, we seek to answer the following
sub-questions (RQ):

RQ1: Through what pathways can a research funding pro-
gramme foster TDR for sustainable development in Africa?

RQ2: How did the LIRA programme shape its design and
activities to advance these envisioned pathways?

RQ3: What were the benefits and challenges of the pro-
gramme’s design and activities for fostering TDR?

Case study. The key goal of the studied research funding pro-
gramme LIRA 2030 Africa is to increase the production of high-
quality, solutions-oriented, and policy relevant knowledge on
sustainable development in African cities and to build a new
generation of scientists with the ability and capacity to produce
and communicate this type of knowledge. Its distinctive feature is
that it promotes TDR in a specific urban context in Africa (ISC,
2020).

The programme is funded by the Swedish International
Development Cooperation Agency (Sida) and delivered by the
International Science Council together with its Regional Office for
Africa (ISC ROA), and the Network of African Science
Academies (NASAC) from 2016 to 2021.

Since the programme started, it has launched three calls on
different sustainability themes: (1) Understanding the ‘energy-
health’ and ‘health-natural disasters’ nexuses in African cities
(2016); (2) Advancing the Sustainable Development Goal 11 in
Africa (2017); and (3) Pathways towards Sustainable African
Urban Development (2018). Resulting from these calls, the
programme has funded three cohorts, 28 research projects in total
up to the value of €90,000 each over the course of two years.

Each project brings together cities in two African countries to
foster learning across cities and research collaboration across
research institutions in Africa. Ensuring the participation of low-
income countries in research collaboration was particularly
emphasised.

The programme’s total funding volume is ~5 million Euros
over the course of six years, whereas over 60% of the total funding
is allocated specifically for TDR projects. Additionally, the
projects are supported by the programme through various other
resources, such as training, peer-learning and networking
activities (ISC, 2020).

Method. Our research is embedded in a learning study accom-
panying the LIRA programme. The core team of the learning
study consisted of two TDR experts and two programme man-
agers, one from Africa and one from Europe each. Hence, our
research was guided by what Burawoy (1998) calls a “reflexive
model of science”, which considers engagement with, rather than
detachment from the object of investigation as the suitable
approach to generate new knowledge. In this research approach,
scientists and ‘reflective practitioners’ (Schön, 1983) co-generate
new knowledge by combining established methods of social sci-
ences with structured methods for self-reflection (Lang et al.
2012; Schneider et al. 2019). Hence, this method differs from
classical programme evaluation studies were independent
researchers evaluate the performance of a programme. The
advantage of our approach is that the study team embraces both,
independent researchers as well as practitioners deeply knowl-
edgeable about the investigated structures and activities. Com-
bining rigorous scientific analyses with the knowledge of the
involved practitioners helps generate truly actionable knowledge
(Nowotny et al. 2001; Schneider et al. 2019). However, our
approach also bears the disadvantage of possible blindness to
alternative interpretations due to reduced distance between
researchers and research object.

To address our research questions, we used a case study
approach, which combined interviews, surveys, document review
and participatory observation. To understand the programme’s
envisioned pathways to foster TDR and implemented activities
(RQ1 and RQ2) we conducted a qualitative content analysis
(Flick, 2005) of programme documents (e.g. calls for project
proposals, programme proposal, annual programme progress
reports) and of expert interviews with programme representatives
(the management team and three members of the scientific
advisory committee). Based on these insights, we mapped key
programme stages and activities over time by using the generic
model of a TD research funding programme as developed by
Schneider et al. (2019) (see Table 1).

To assess the benefits and challenges of the programme’s
activities (RQ3), we used data gathered through participatory
observation, formal post-activity evaluations (e.g. evaluation of a
single training course by grantees), programme monitoring (e.g.
annual programme progress reports), a survey conducted with all
grantees at project end (total 27), as well as the interviews with
the programme representatives mentioned above. This data was
assessed using qualitative content analysis and descriptive
statistics (doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.8238102), and attributed to
the programme stages identified before. Finally, we reassessed
the information gathered according to the programme stages
against the background of the three identified pathways to foster
TDR. The generated data allowed to understand the benefits and
challenges as perceived by the grantees and programme
representatives. Perspectives and impacts beyond these sources
could not be considered.

Findings
In the following, we present our findings along the three identi-
fied pathways to TDR impact. Each pathway outlines a set of key
assumptions that the programme deems essential for fostering
TDR in Africa. The first pathway centres on enabling individual
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early-career scientists to acquire the funds and skills needed to
lead high-quality TDR projects. The second pathway emphasizes
the career progression of TDR scientists beyond the project level.
Lastly, the third pathway explores the institutional context in
which TDR scientists are integrated. Although these pathways are
distinct on a conceptual level, certain programme design features
and activities can contribute to the advancement of more than
one pathway and the pathways reciprocally strengthen each other.

An overview on the programme’s design and activities is
shown in Fig. 1.

Pathway 1: Enabling African early career scientists to lead
high-quality TDR. The first identified pathway to foster TDR in
Africa (RQ1) is to enable African early career scientists to lead
high-quality TDR sustainability projects through provision of
dedicated funding and capacity building. The programme
assumed that the young scientists need not only funds, but also
additional knowledge and skills to develop, conduct and lead
high-quality TDR projects in a successful way.

To advance this pathway (RQ2), the programme decided in
stage 1 (programme preparation) to combine collaborative
research grants that dedicate substantial funding for knowledge
co-design and co-production, and capacity building activities
covering all phases of TDR.

The grants were announced in three calls, one per year. Each
call was developed by a scientific advisory committee composed of
prominent African scientists. The calls were explicit that the
grants are for TDR projects, and included details of the solicitation
conditions, review criteria and funding coverage (see Table 2).
Regarding TDR, the calls mentioned namely that participation of
social and natural scientists are obligatory, research questions
must be co-designed with key stakeholders, and a convincing

communication/outreach/engagement approach must be pre-
sented. After each call, a meeting between the scientific advisory
committee and the programme management took place to reflect
on the lessons learned and improve the consecutive calls. For
instance, as applicants of the first call found it difficult to
understand what was meant by TDR, more guidance and links to
key TDR literature were given in the second and third calls.

The grant application process (stage 2–4) was organised as a
two-step process of pre-proposals and full proposals, with a five-
day TD training course in between. The key objectives of this
process were to provide the applicants time to (1) build
meaningful inter- and transdisciplinary teams, (2) undertake
initial co-design of research questions, and (3) build scientific
capacity to develop high-quality TDR full proposals. Compared to
other funding programmes, interactions with the applicants
during the grant application process were rather intense and
involved, in addition to the training course, detailed feedbacks on
the pre-proposals. In total, 475 pre-proposals, and 98 full-
proposals were submitted.

To identify the most promising TDR projects, the proposals
were assessed using the review criteria shown in Table 2, and
efforts were made to identify reviewers with TDR competences.
However, only a handful of TD experts could be identified to
undertake this task. Consequently, to do justice to the TDR
character of the proposals, thematic experts from different
relevant disciplines and practitioners were selected – in total,
three reviewers per proposal. Based on the expert reviews, the
scientific advisory committee selected a set of fundable projects
and advised the ISC on the final funding decision. Finally, 28
projects were awarded involving 22 African countries.

Within the funded projects, the TDR approaches were diverse
and ranged from singular engagements with specific stakeholder
groups (e.g. in the form of policy dialogues), to engagement of

Fig. 1 Overview on key stages and activities of the LIRA funding programme. The numbered panels show the ten key stages along the three phases of
programme development (A–C) and levels of programme activities (programme navigation, project support, implementation of projects); the colors stand
for the three phases (blue: A, yellow=B, green=C); the arrows indicate the interactions between the stages (adapted from Schneider, Buser et al. 2019).
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other stakeholders and interdisciplinary expertise at several stages
in a project timeline (stage 5) (for more details see Patel et al.,
2022).

TDR was an integral part of the programme’s monitoring and
reporting system (stage 8). The progress reporting template
included questions related to TDR, which were designed to
stimulate regular reflections within the project teams on their
TDR experiences and to document progress and learning. As a
consequence of the evolving programme design, projects of the
second and the third cohorts were also asked to conduct a
custom-designed ‘self-reflection activity’ with their whole
research team before the official reporting. The activity aimed
at fostering exchange among the team members about their TD
progress and growing understanding, reflecting challenges and
opportunities as well as identifying strategies to improve future
TD work.

The capacity building activities started with the 5-days training
course in the proposal elaboration stage (stage 3) and were
continued during the research project implementation (stages 5
and 8). The 5-days training course was offered to all 98 principal
investigators (PIs) of the shortlisted pre-proposals and aimed at
enhancing the early career scientists’ capacities to develop TDR
proposals and implement TDR projects. It was designed as a
modular event whereby the participants received tailored training
inputs on what TDR is and how to do TDR, presented their pre-
proposals and worked on their full proposals integrating the
training inputs and feedbacks. After the projects started, the
programme supported them through further capacity building
activities aiming to enhance their skills in implementing TDR.
The activities included training modules at the annual research
fora (e.g. on knowledge integration, science-policy interactions,
and academic writing), a coaching workshop aiming to support
the projects in enhancing the transformative potential of their
research through designing promising theories of change, the
above-mentioned self-reflection activities, as well as peer-to-peer
exchanges and feedbacks on the project designs and implementa-
tion performance.

Benefits and challenges generated by these design features and
activities (RQ3): Overall, the grant provision and capacity
building efforts were described as the most crucial benefits by
the large majority of the interviewed grantees of all three cohorts.
The grantees expressed that these enabled them in successfully
developing the necessary knowledge and skills for designing and
leading TDR projects. Two quotations of grantees of the second
and third cohort illustrate this finding1:

“The programme has allowed us to develop a deeper
understanding of TD research and engage stakeholders in a
more meaningful manner. Our experience in leading
projects across multiple countries has significantly enriched
our expertise.”

“Key learnings included: (i) The step-by-step and meticu-
lous process of designing and implementing a TD project,
requiring careful attention to co-identifying the research
problem, co-implementing the project, and co-learning,
adapting, and disseminating research findings. (ii) Working
with diverse interests and balancing power dynamics - the
TD project has enabled me to pay attention to and
recognise the significance of thinking about how to navigate
issues of power within complex environments.”

Especially the 2-step application process with the TDR training
course between the pre- and full proposal and the tailored
feedback from programme management and experts (stages 1–4)
was perceived as particularly useful because it helped the grantees
to better understand TDR (its concepts, principles, and methods),
and to strengthen their writing skills for TDR project proposals –
competences they did not acquire during their previous higher
education training. The following statement of a grantee of the
first cohort illustrates this insight:

“I believe that maintaining the two-stage call is essential for
the LIRA grant. During the pre-proposal stage, most of us
were unfamiliar with TD research. However, the TD
training conducted after this stage allowed us to develop
our skills in TDR and enabled us to develop proposals that
aligned with the programme’s requirements.”

This aspect was confirmed by the interviewed trainers and
programme representatives who also stated that the quality of the
proposals improved substantially throughout this process. The
training further helped to increase the grantees’ confidence in
approaching societal actors as they felt better equipped to
integrate them into their research projects.

Many grantees also underlined the benefits they received from
the capacity building events, which were held at later stages (stages
5 and 8), such as coaching workshops and self-reflection activities.
These enabled a deepening of their understanding of what TDR is,
broadening of their method knowledge, gaining a more accurate
picture of the project progress, and re-evaluating the project work
plan. A grantee of the second cohort put it as follows:

Table 2 Solicitation and review criteria, and funding coverage.

TDR solicitation criteria detailed in the
calls

• In line with the thematic focus of the call
• Collaboration between early career scientists across scientific disciplines, participation of one natural and
one social scientist was obligatory

• Research questions should be co-designed with key stakeholders
• Co- production of knowledge with key stakeholders
• Research collaboration across Africa (each project should involve 2 African countries)

Review criteria • Relevance to the call
• Scientific merit (focus on quality rather than excellence)
• Potential research impact
• Interdisciplinary skills mix of projects teams
• Collaboration with non-academic stakeholder groups
• Research collaboration at the regional level
•Adequacy of communication/outreach/ engagement approach
•Gender equity in research content and practice

Funding coverage •Direct research costs (up to 35% of the grant)
• Knowledge co-design and co-production (up to 25% of the grant)
•Activities related to translating research into policy and practice (up to 15% of the grant)
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“The project coaching workshop proved to be valuable as it
provided updated skills that had the potential to enhance
project implementation at that specific time. On the other
hand, the self-reflection workshop conducted before
reporting was beneficial for ensuring proper and detailed
reporting and harmonising results among collaborating
partners.”

Other grantees pointed out the benefits of exchanging with
their peers since this provided them with demonstrations of the
many ways of doing TDR. When learning about these benefits
during the evaluation of the first cohort, the programme extended
the target audience of capacity building to further include not
only PIs of the second and third cohorts, but also their co-PIs.

The challenges highlighted by the grantees mainly concerned
the programme’s high expectations regarding scientific and
societal impacts against the background of available time, staff
resources and budget. Grantees of the first cohort mentioned
insufficient time between the TDR training and the full-proposal
as an important challenge preventing them to fully integrate the
learnings from the training, build an interdisciplinary team and
co-design the research questions together with societal actors.
Moreover, many grantees of all three cohorts stressed that 2-year
grants are too short for implementing TDR processes aiming at
societal as well as scientific impact in two countries with different
socio-cultural contexts and languages.

Some mentioned the time needed for establishment of trust
and collaboration with societal actors and cross-country
exchanges, others the time needed for the production of TDR
academic articles. The following quotation exemplifies how a
grantee of the second cohort experienced this challenge:

“The only aspect I found challenging was the funding
amount per project. Engaging meaningfully in two different
countries (cities in our case), designing societal outcomes
for these specific areas, and producing publications within
the provided budget proved to be very demanding.”

Other grantees experienced difficulties in implementing the
research in addition to their ongoing teaching duties or
highlighted the institutional bureaucracies and inefficiencies of
their home universities, such as accessing funds and transferring
funds between different African universities. Grantees expressed
this in statements such as:

“We encountered logistical challenges, particularly with the
protracted procurement processes at our administering
institution and delays in the release of the 2nd tranche of
funds. These issues resulted in several problems, including
the delayed implementation of project activities, the loss of
data due to the unavailability of data logging equipment
deployed in participating communities, a decline in
motivation among research team members and study
community participants. As a consequence, the quality of
data collected was negatively affected.”

The programme representatives acknowledged these challenges
and some members of the scientific advisory committee found
that the grantees were overburdened with other-than-research
duties such as administration. As the overall programme framing
was set, only some of these challenges could be tackled. For
example, the programme increased the timespan between the
TDR training and the submission of the full-proposals in the
second and third calls from 6 to 8–10 weeks. However, the short
project duration of 2 years could not be changed. In addition,
programme representatives also highlighted the need to include
university administrations into capacity building to enable proper
backoffice support for scientists of future programmes:

“I believe LIRA 2030 Africa did not anticipate the challenge
of providing funding to early career scientists who lack
significant influence within their own universities to
manage this funding properly. (…) I think there is a need
to address this issue in a future project: Training must be
provided to universities on how to handle seed money for
early career scientists effectively.”

An additional identified challenge was the organisation of the
review and selection process, namely the lack of experienced TDR
reviewers for the proposal evaluation.

Pathway 2: Supporting African early career scientists to pursue
a career as TDR researchers. The second identified pathway to
foster TDR in Africa (RQ1) is to support African early career
scientists to pursue a career as TD researchers. The pathway
expects that African-based TDR can only flourish if young TDR
scientists can establish themselves in the existing science insti-
tutions in the long term. While the first pathway also contributes
to career advancement, the programme found that more is nee-
ded than TDR funding and TDR capacity building to enable the
early career scientist to pursue a career as TD researchers. This is
leadership competences, network building, as well as scientific
and institutional visibility and recognition. Reciprocally, it is
obvious that progress towards these additional goals also posi-
tively influences the grantees capacity to lead a TDR project
(pathway 1).

To deliver this pathway (RQ2), LIRA decided in stage 1
(programme preparation) to include career advancement of its
grantees as an important strategic goal of the programme. As a
first measure, the applicants had to demonstrate institutional
support and mentorship by a senior researcher, aiming – among
others – to guarantee institutional embedment and advice (stage
2). Once the projects started, the programme regularly provided
information about career opportunities, such as relevant global
events and funding calls. Moreover, LIRA organised leadership
trainings focusing on issues like scientific publishing, science
communication and (financial) project management as part of the
annual three-day research fora (stage 8). These fora also fostered
scientific exchange, network building and the building of a
community of practice with peers and experienced African TDR
researchers, facilitators and trainers (South-South collaboration)
(stage 7). To deepen these collaborations and enabling joint
publishing, the programme reallocated funds to special cross-
project collaborative grants in the second part of the programme
(160,000 Euro for eight projects). In addition, the programme
supported the grantees in gaining visibility and recognition in the
scientific community by providing opportunities for external
communication via the development of blogs and videos.
Furthermore, the programme appointed several grantees for
international scientific conferences, working groups and inter-
governmental policy events (e.g. at the United Nations Science,
Technology and Innovation Forum, the Intergovernmental Panel
on Climate Change in Cities, and the High-level Political Forum
on Sustainable Development) (stage 9).

The provided career building opportunities generated through
the activities of the first and second pathway (RQ3) were
described as helpful by the interviewed grantees. They stated to
feel confident in continuing to use TDR approaches in their
future research and to pursue careers as TD researchers. A
grantee of the first cohort expressed this as follows:

“The LIRA project has moulded and developed me into a
more mature researcher, fully prepared to face and
overcome the research challenges that may arise in future
projects. Additionally, it has significantly boosted my

HUMANITIES AND SOCIAL SCIENCES COMMUNICATIONS | https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-023-02138-3 ARTICLE

HUMANITIES AND SOCIAL SCIENCES COMMUNICATIONS |          (2023) 10:620 | https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-023-02138-3 7



career, providing me with academic credibility in my
university and societal recognition for my efforts in
building more resilient communities.”

The benefits highlighted by grantees of all three cohorts
included: (a) Acquired knowledge and skills for doing TDR; (b)
increased leadership record to independently implement own
research projects; (c) improved self-confidence and recognition
within their research community and at their home universities
due to their enhanced research portfolio; (d) enhanced participa-
tion in local, national and international policy processes and
stronger recognition by decision-makers and community mem-
bers; and (e) strengthened international networks with peers and
high-level actors from Africa and beyond. In the words of two
grantees of the first and second cohort, this sounds like this:

“I am now part of an incredibly strong network of African
TD researchers, which is invaluable.”

“I received sponsorships to attend and present at the 2018
United Nations Science Technology and Innovation
Stakeholders Forum in New York. (…) Exposure to high
level policy processes at the international level enabled me
to develop very useful networks and contacts in research
and policy.”

Many interviewees trusted that their future career path will be
facilitated by these benefits, namely finding potential collabora-
tors, acquiring new research projects, and joining forces for
change. Some of the interviewees reported about immediate
career advancements (e.g. internal promotions to associate
professors or fix-term contracts) or enhanced external recogni-
tion by policy makers. Others were able to acquire additional
funding to continue their research or dissemination activities
after the programme ended. The following two quotations
exemplify these findings:

“Very importantly, drawing on the insights and knowledge
I have gained through the LIRA project, I have been able to
write much better integrated TD research proposals, and
two of such have been funded.”

“Before my acquisition of the LIRA 2030 Africa grant, I was
just a senior instructor in my department, which was a
contract position valid for 2 years. Upon my acquisition of
the grant, firstly, I was given the position of an assistant
coordinator (…) and later, I was fully recruited in the
university as an Assistant Lecturer, pending promotion to
the grade of a Lecturer, all thanks to the LIRA project.”

However, while increasing their competences, networks and
scientific recognition, pursuing a career as TD researcher and
acquiring additional research funding continued to be challenging
for the grantees. Several grantees reported the challenge of
becoming independent TDR scientists at their home institutions
and that the intended institutional mentorship by senior
researchers was partly hampered due to their limited involvement
and experience with TDR. Two grantees quit their academic
careers altogether to work for civil society organisations.

Overall, the interviewed members of the scientific advisory
committee were very satisfied with the achieved career advance-
ment of the grantees and their presence at high-level science and
policy processes, in particular against the background of the
available funding. One member even noted:

“I think the fact that some of the grantees have had very
useful intellectual and global platforms for them is
phenomenal. (…) I don’t think all of the achievements
are visible yet. Often, strong research relationships can take

a decade or more to mature fully. People go back and work
with those they met years ago, and this long-term impact
may not be immediately apparent.”

However, another member also criticised the underfunded and
opportunity driven approach, which was based on the engage-
ment of individuals rather than a systematic career building
process, as well as the limited institutionalisation of measures,
namely regarding the long-term existence of the established
network.

“One of the things I think LIRA should be proud of is
creating a new layer of capacity building that moves away
from the paternalistic approach of bringing knowledge
from the North. I believe the networking of sustainability
scientists is one of the most outstanding outcomes of the
LIRA programme in Africa. It has paved the way and
provided a model for capacity-building programmes. (…)
However, the institutional connection was just an oppor-
tunistic connection, not a structural one that helps continue
the activities beyond the LIRA programme. We have to
question that model and that particular side of institutional
collaboration.”

The programme representatives concluded that in order to
better address these issues in future research programmes more
human resources and financial capacity need to be mobilised and
the grantees home institutions as well as existing African
networks should be more strongly integrated.

Pathway 3: Enhancing context conditions within which TDR
researchers operate. The third identified pathway to foster TDR
in Africa is the enhancement of context conditions for doing
TDR. It is about the context TDR scientists are embedded and
reaches beyond the focus on the individual scientists (RQ1). The
pathway assumes that existing context conditions are often
unfavourable for TDR (e.g. lacking recognition, career incentives
and funding opportunities), and that universities and funding
agencies need to better acknowledge the characteristics of TDR to
enable African early career scientists pursuing a career as TDR
scientists.

Aiming to create an enabling environment for TDR (RQ2), the
programme fostered synthesis and communication of the
project’s experiences with doing TDR in Africa, promotion of
TDR capacity building at research institutions, and engagement
with global research funders to mobilise further funding for
African research on sustainable development (stages 7 and 9).

Synthesis and communication activities aimed to showcase the
experiences of African TDR initiatives. Furthermore, they served
to demonstrate the value of TDR in these specific contexts and,
importantly, to encourage other researchers and institutional
actors to implement and support TDR efforts in Africa. It
included the following activities (stage 7): Grantees of eight
projects jointly wrote a report about their experiences in doing
TDR (ISC, 2020), the learning study out of which this paper
emerged was established (see method section), synthesis of
learnings across LIRA projects through collaborative grants that
resulted in eight articles, and programme representatives are
involved in the development of guidelines for conducting TDR
training courses and training for trainers initiatives that integrate
African perspectives. Subsequently, the projects’ insights and the
related roles of TDR were communicated via videos, blogs and
reports (stage 9).

To promote TDR capacity building in African research
institutions, the programme invited representatives of various
African Universities and National Academies of Sciences to
attend the TDR training courses and to learn how TDR can be
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integrated in their curricula. In 2019, the ISC launched the
initiative “Global Forum of Funders” under the LIRA framework.
This forum regularly brought science funders, representing
national research funding agencies, international development
aid agencies, and private foundations together to explore
collaborative actions for maximising the impact of science and
science funding in achieving the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable
Development, particularly in the Global South. To date, two
Forums took place one in 2019 and one in 2021.

Regarding benefits of these programme activities (RQ3), the
interviewed programme representatives concluded that they see a
certain increase in awareness and recognition of TDR in the
involved African and international science institutions, and
among science funders. They derived this conclusion from the
strong interest for the programme’s knowledge products, which
featured the value of TDR for urban development in Africa, as
well as the work at the Global Forum of Funders. Several grantees
also described how their home universities have become
increasingly interested and open for TDR. They attributed theses
changes in attitudes to the implementation of their projects and
the involved TDR capacity building activities including the
involvement of master students and non-academic stakeholders.
Some grantees also indicated that the growing responsiveness to
ongoing social challenges at their institutions led to an increased
acknowledgement of the importance of TDR in tackling those
challenges.

However, our findings also demonstrate how institutional
policies within many science institutions still remain partly
unfavourable for TDR.

The programme representatives recognised that this pathway
focusing on the context of TDR requires long-term strategic and
collaborative action from scientists, universities, science funders,
science policy makers and governments, far beyond what can be
provided within the framework of a single programme. Against
this background, they emphasised the programme’s engagement
with other science funders at the Global Forum of Funders, which
is perceived as an important first step towards upscaling collective
efforts that enables science funders to foster TDR more
effectively. Moreover, more explicit and formal commitment
towards this pathway would be needed, including substantially
more resources and time dedicated to interactions with African
science institutions and other existing networks and programmes
(Western-African, African-African) for creating strategic, long-
term institutionalisation of the emerging changes.

Discussion and concluding remarks
This paper aimed to contribute to evidence building on how
research funding programmes can foster TDR for advancing
sustainable development in Africa. The LIRA programme served
as an empirical case, as it is the first funding programme sup-
porting TDR in Africa on a continental scale.

Studying the programme, we identified three interrelating
pathways to impact and related activities through which the
programme aimed to foster TDR: a) Enabling African early career
scientists to undertake high-quality TDR projects; b) enabling
African early career scientists to pursue a career as TDR
researchers; and c) enhancing the context conditions for doing
TDR in Africa.

Programme activities related to each pathway came along with
manifold benefits, such as learnings related to TDR, scientific
recognition, visibility of African researchers in international
debates, and enhanced collaboration across funders. Overall, the
programme’s contributions to TDR capacity building might be
most innovative, going far beyond reported activities of other
funding programmes (e.g. Schneider et al. 2019). Capacity

building started with a training course during the application
process and continued with additional training and learning
activities, such as the coaching workshop or the self-reflection
activities during research implementation. These enabled the
grantees to deepen their understanding, reflect on their own
processes, learn from the experiences of other researchers and
continuously fine-tune their TDR approaches. To our knowledge,
no standardised capacity building curricula for TDR funding
programmes exist to date. Hence, the experiences gained in the
LIRA programme can serve to contribute to the development of
such a curriculum. From the broad range of benefits and learn-
ings mentioned by the grantees, we conclude that it is important
to cover the whole “value chain” of TDR but with a clear focus on
actionable knowledge, learning by doing and self-reflection
(theory, methods, case studies, know-how). Moreover, it is
important to adequately phase the learning activities starting with
inputs that are needed to design high quality proposals (e.g.
methods for co-designing research aims), followed by instructions
for operationalization of research (e.g. stakeholder engagement
methods) and eventually providing insights for bringing results to
fruition.

Challenges were also substantial and – not surprisingly -
increased from the first to the third pathway as the impact goals
became more ambitious and systemic. Nevertheless, we conclude
that the very combination of the three pathways is required for
fostering African leadership in TDR in the long-term: Taken that
many applicants and later grantees had only limited experiences
in TDR, the combination of research funding with capacity
building and career development proved to be key (first and
second pathways to impact). Moreover, several experienced
challenges were related to unfavourable context conditions, such
as limited institutional awareness and recognition of TDR
approaches, as well as limited opportunities for long-term TD
career development and for acquisition of additional funding. All
of these challenges underline the importance of the third pathway
to impact. However, truly enhancing this third pathway would
require more dedicated focus, activities and resources than the
programme could provide.

These findings correspond with studies about African science
systems, which highlight that improvement of research capacity
in Africa requires not only capacity building of individual
researchers, but also institution-building interventions (Atinde-
hou et al. 2019; Mouton, 2018; Mouton and Blanckenberg, 2018).
Moreover, it corresponds with recent studies stressing that fun-
ders can and should support and incentivize TDR through var-
ious means ranging from provision of grants, capacity building to
collaborations among funders (Arnott et al. 2020; OECD, 2020).

The three pathways specifically targeted African early career
scientists taking into account their specific contextual conditions
and needs. Nonetheless, we think that the pathways might also be
suitable for other target groups, both in the Global South and
North, as competences in TDR are still not part of most uni-
versity curricula, and context conditions are notoriously unfa-
vourable for TDR careers (Jaeger-Erben et al. 2018; OECD, 2020).

The study also confirms previous insights about TDR funding
programmes stating that such programmes must plan their
activities throughout the programme stages to adequately support
whatever pathway they have chosen to pursue (Defila et al. 2006;
Lyall et al. 2013; Matso and Becker, 2014; Schneider et al. 2019).
Namely, these activities involve the programme development and
application process (e.g. sufficient time for team building and
proposal co-design, suitable review criteria and reviewers with
TDR competences, as well as provision of adequate funding
volumes covering co-production activities over several years),
project support (e.g. sharing of information, capacity building,
networking and career building opportunities), monitoring and
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evaluation (e.g. enabling self-reflection about TDR progress), and
external communication (e.g. supporting targeted communica-
tion, enabling participation at conferences, organising collabora-
tive events). While activities at all programme stages are
important, we found that those at the beginning need particular
attention as they not only determine the framework but also
develop the skills required for the later stages. While this finding
on setting the scene is broadly recognised for issues like solici-
tation criteria (Arnott et al. 2020; Woelert and Millar, 2013), we
could show that it is also true for engagement with societal actors
and capacity building. In this respect, we would like to highlight
the two-step application process with time allocated for co-design
and the TDR training course taking place during this process,
which was highly valued by all participants and considerably
helped to secure initial engagement of project partners and
improved the quality of the proposals and later research.

In conclusion, the results of this study highlight the importance
of implementing and critically reflecting such novel funding
programmes for strengthening the science-society-policy interac-
tions in Africa and tackling science inequalities between the
Global North and South. Taking the learning of this study into
account, the programme can be regarded as a prototype for future
funding programmes aiming to foster TDR research, TDR capa-
city building and TDR leadership competences (first and second
pathways to impact). More exploration and research is needed to
identify suitable programme activities for transforming the context
conditions of TDR as outlined in the third pathway to impact.

Last but not least, the challenging context of the endeavour
suggests that implementation of such novel programmes are
embedded in systematic learning processes which allow to learn
from early experiences and continuously implement improvements.

Data availability
Different datasets were generated and/or used in this study. Data
of the final survey is accessible on request via DOI 10.5281/
zenodo.8238101. The analysed programme documents and the
transcripts of the interviews are not publicly available due to
confidentiality reasons (it contains information, which enables to
identify individuals).
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Note
1 All direct quotations are language-edited for clarity, as the majority of interviewees are
non-native English speakers.
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