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Abstract
Improving forest product value chains is considered a means to solve forest-related 
challenges in the Global South. The ‘Participative Innovation Platform’ (PIP) instru-
ment has been developed to design and to continually adapt solutions and strate-
gies for effective cooperation amongst value chain actors. The instrument is rooted 
in the action-oriented and social learning approach, combined with the concept of 
innovation systems. This paper presents findings from three PIPs conducted for 
upgrading non-timber forest product value chains in Ethiopia (bamboo, natural 
gums) and Sudan (gum Arabic). A comparative analysis of highest ranked contents 
revealed similarities in the challenges: lack of government support, poor infrastruc-
ture, producers’ lack of knowledge and skills, and lack of market information. Pri-
ority upgrading measures focused on producers’ knowledge, skills, and capacity to 
engage in collective action and to lobby interests, and on capital resources to invest 
in processing technology. It is concluded that although the PIP instrument presents 
an innovative way to upgrade forest-based value chains, the instrument requires a 
long-term process with frequently held platform meetings, conducted by neutral 
institutions with skilled moderators. Crucial in this process is the need to consist-
ently verify and ensure that all actor groups of the chain are represented, and are 
confident they will derive benefits from the value chain upgrading.
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Introduction

In the Tropics, the trend of forest degradation and conversion to other land uses is 
still unbroken (Hansen et al. 2013; Weisse and Dow Goldman 2017). Over the past 
25 years, forest area declined at rates of about five to ten million ha annually (FAO 
2015, p. 19), with annual tree cover loss increasing to seventeen million ha (Weisse 
and Dow Goldman 2018). Various global initiatives—e.g. tropical timber boycotts, 
certification schemes, biodiversity and climate conventions or REDD+ programs—
have not succeeded in halting this development, and there is no change foreseeable 
(Darr et al. 2014; European Union 2018).

One challenge for maintaining forest systems is their high complexity, composed 
of the multitude of interactions and dynamics of their elements (e.g. species, soil, 
water, climate). The sustainable management of such complex production systems 
requires comprehensive and innovative interventions. As noted by Pretzsch et  al. 
(2014), this complexity is further increased by the highly complex human social sys-
tem which is interacting with forest ecosystems. The adaptive management approach 
is identified as a suitable tool for both the sustainable management of forest eco-
systems and the enhancement of participation in steering and governance (Williams 
2011; Yousefpour et al. 2012). This is reflected in the increasing relevance of local 
and non-governmental actors in forest management, which join the arena to bring 
in their various interests, and complement the state forestry administration’s con-
trol and decision-making. Here the paradigm shift is obvious, from top-down central 
control towards multi-stakeholder participation and planning models such as col-
laborative forest management or co-management arrangements (Katila et al. 2014; 
Pretzsch 2014; World Bank 2014).

Another challenge is financing sustainable forest management, for endogenous 
creation of funds; the forest utilization must not only cover the cost of extraction of 
products, but also the cost for sustainable management. In common pool situations 
where the products and services of the resource are covering the management and 
governance efforts, sustainable utilization can be assured by "congruence" between 
the cost of managing and protecting the natural resource and the benefits obtained 
from them (Ostrom 1990). In  situations where resource utilization does not fully 
cover these efforts, actors with intrinsic interest (e.g. NGOs) or the society (state) 
may bear the remaining management and protection cost, otherwise the resource is 
exposed to degradation and conversion. Apart from funding by public institutions 
or initiatives, revenues from the sale of forest commodities constitute a key source 
for funding the cost of sustainably managing and protecting forest resources. After 
decades of forest exploitation, there are hardly any trickle-down effects from exports 
and processing industries that have virtually arrived and maintained the timber and 
non-timber production systems (Belcher et al. 2005; Ticktin and Shackleton 2011; 
Achard et al. 2014). The challenge is therefore to design innovative and proactive 
strategies to maintain the existing forests, in order to ensure the sustainable supply 
of forest products and services, while stabilizing rural areas.

A proactive way to enhance value-addition for forest products is through the inno-
vation of new products, increase in the efficiency of transactions within the value 
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chain, and by ensuring a fairer distribution of the value added amongst the chain 
actors. Value added is created by processing primary forest products and combin-
ing these with other resources along the value chain (Poschen et  al. 2014). Very 
often, the price paid for forest products at the production level rewards the removal 
cost only. The costs for activities linked to sustainability and the maintenance of 
forest resources—e.g. planning, enforcement of regulations, infrastructure, fire man-
agement and silviculture—are not covered. A fair payment for the forest products, 
which covers both cost of harvest and cost of sustainable resource management, is 
key for the sustainable maintenance and conservation of tropical forest resources by 
local actors.

While multi-stakeholder innovation platforms are frequently employed for 
upgrading agrarian livestock and cash crop product chains (Nederlof et  al. 2011; 
Sanyang et al. 2016), they are quite new for the forestry sector in most countries. 
Upgrading of forest-based value chains requires basic transformations: from produc-
tion at the lowest quality level to diversified qualities as requested by clients; optimi-
zation of supplier–buyer coordination; producer empowerment and entrepreneurial 
competencies. To support these transformations, the Participative Innovation Plat-
forms (PIPs) instrument has been developed, for the design and continuous adapta-
tion of tailor-made solutions and strategies, and for effective cooperation amongst 
value chain actors. A PIP is an “organized social space involving diverse actors who 
collaborate to solve common problems by building mutual respect and trust, promot-
ing knowledge contribution and sharing, diagnosing and analyzing their value chain, 
and agreeing on their course of action” (Pretzsch and Auch forthcoming, p. 24).

The PIP instrument was tested in an R&D project for NTFP value chain upgrad-
ing, referred to as CHAnces IN Sustainability—promoting natural resource based 
product chains in East Africa (CHAINS). This paper summarizes and analyses three 
PIP processes in the country contexts of Ethiopia and Sudan, discusses the results 
and findings of its application in the context of NTFP value chain upgrading, and 
explores future options to improve and subsequently implement PIP processes. For 
the comparative analysis of the studied processes, similar problems and solutions 
were grouped and coded.

The PIP Instrument

The PIP instrument draws on action-oriented and social learning approaches, com-
bined with the concept of innovation systems. It is based on the assumption that 
the interaction and synthesis of the two knowledge and expertise spheres—external 
and scientific versus internal and local—lead to innovation and upgrading (Pretzsch 
and Auch forthcoming). Typically, researchers or development agents approach the 
actors of a value chain and suggest conducting a PIP for initiating an upgrading pro-
cess. Representatives from all relevant actor groups of the value chain come together 
to conduct a PIP, either as a single event or as an ongoing process with repeated 
meetings. A PIP follows a sequence of phases, starting with preparation, followed by 
an initial workshop and subsequent follow-up activities, as displayed in Fig. 1.
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A PIP follows a strict participatory approach. While the initiation might be 
driven by external experts, during the process they pass on the baton to value 
chain actors, who will negotiate and decide on what action(s) to take, while the 
initiators withdraw and consult on demand only (Fig.  2). To be effective, PIPs 
have to be held repeatedly. Innovation is created in an ongoing process of diag-
nosis, agreement on a course of action, implementation of the action, evaluation, 
and agreement on the future course of action. A PIP process requires a formalized 
institutional frame, an organization with the mandate to conduct workshops, and 
result-oriented moderation.

It is obvious that the composition of the actors of a PIP will determine and 
shape the outcomes. To handle this sensitive issue, and for sustainable results, the 
initiators must make sure that a sound stakeholder analysis is conducted and used 
for the selection of participants and moderators.

Moderators play a crucial role in guiding and facilitating the PIP process 
towards innovation. Discussions amongst actors on chain upgrading affect poten-
tial losers and winners. In such struggles, a moderator must be able to overcome 
established hierarchies, withstanding against powerful and dominating or imper-
tinent participants, and at the same time, elicit the opinion of powerless, shy and 
quiet representatives. Best experiences are made with teams of two moderators, 
both competent, neutral and respected persons, sharing the moderation task and 
complementing each other in guiding the discussions and negotiations (Klebert 
et al. 2000; Alemu and Auch 2016).

Phase 1
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of 
produc�on 

and 
marke�ng 
systems

Phase 2
Par�cipatory 

analysis, 
iden�fica�on 

of cri�cal 
points and 

opportuni�es

Post-Phase 
(ongoing) 

[actors]

Implementa�on of 
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upgrading measures

Phase 3
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upgrading 
measures, 

agreement on 
an agenda for 

ac�on
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[experts]
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value chain 
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repeated
follow-up
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Fig. 1   Generic phases of the Participative Innovation Platform (PIP). Source: Pretzsch and Auch (forth-
coming, p. 27)

Fig. 2   Generic dynamics and shifts during the PIP. Source: Pretzsch and Auch (forthcoming, p. 28)
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Application of the PIP Instrument in NTFP Value Chains

Socio‑Economic Context of the Studied Value Chains

For the studied products (gum Arabic in Sudan, frankincense and bamboo in Ethi-
opia), abundant information is available on the physical properties and the ecol-
ogy of the plants. Less is known about the organization of the product chains and 
on innovative product development options. Challenges and features observed in 
the CHAINS project are summarized in this section.

Forest Products are Competing with Substitute Products

NTFPs compete with substitute products that serve the same purpose. Established 
products have their market niche with relatively fixed shares and prices. For 
example, the duka, a common bamboo stool in Ethiopia, had in 2014 an average 
price of 6.95 USD; the most competitive products were a plastic imports which 
cost 4.63 USD, and the solid wood version costing 12.87 USD (Frysch 2014). 
Obviously, an increase in price for the bamboo duka would be likely to result in 
a smaller market share. The actors within the value chain compete together for 
the total value added, hence a more efficient chain with reduced transaction (and 
other) costs would release a higher value added for distribution amongst the chain 
actors.

NTFPs are Commercial Goods

If NTFPs have an export market, actors are attracted to enter into processing 
and trade to gain foreign exchange, even when this falls below the cost price. 
However, market liberalization in Sudan has boosted the export of raw gum Ara-
bic, but not stimulated its production, so local processing volume has witnessed 
a decline (Tarig et  al. 2017). This is a negative development for the national 
economy.

Middlemen are Crucial Actors

Middlemen are the link between producers and processors, and usually coordinate 
the NTFP value chains. Especially in the seasonally organized gum and resin sec-
tor, they aggregate the small quantities of the dispersed production, and finance it 
in advance, bearing risks and transaction cost. Usually, they establish a two-way 
business by exchanging food and petty trade-stuff (or credit) against the NTFP 
as “payment”, using a network of village traders. However, value chains that are 
coordinated by middlemen are rather short-term profit oriented; they lack an ori-
entation on specific qualities as required from downstream clients. Downstream 
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processors’ and international buyers’ interest in quality and uninterrupted supply 
starts at central market places where products are graded and aggregated. The 
sustainability of the production systems is rather beyond their horizons.

NTFP Production (Collection) is a Low‑Return Income Alternative Only

The threshold volume to enter most NTFP collection businesses is quite low; as 
soon as profitability increases, additional producers enter into collection, resulting in 
overharvest and in a subsequent collapse in prices hence boom-bust cycles, as noted 
by Sills et al. (2011). Despite increasing demand, the prices paid to the producer or 
collector remains small, and a large share of the value added is captured by middle-
men and processors. Producers are usually weak market partners, being powerless 
“price takers”.

Value Chain Arrangements Do Not Provide Incentives for Product‑Quality 
to Producers

Typically, traders buy the NTFPs from the producer in bulk, irrespective of the qual-
ity; producer receive a price based on product volume. In the case of bamboo for 
instance, a mix of mature and immature culms, thick and thin, short and long, are 
bought. Middlemen choose the cheapest way to measure the volume, either by quan-
tity or weight. The non-consideration of quality is a signal that producers (collec-
tors) tend to focus on increasing product volume at the expense of quality. As feed-
back, processors tend to lower prices in a bid to mitigate possible losses that might 
arise from the acquisition of low quality lots. The causal loop effect pushes both 
price and quality downwards. Such market signals discourage producers from re-
investing in their production system. This renders NTFP production unattractive; the 
production systems are rather over-utilized and deteriorating. Producers depend only 
on middlemen and lack information about the specific quality demands of down-
stream actors. Sometimes they are trapped in credit-dependencies of buyers, and are 
forced to deliver the demanded quantities at any price.

NTFP Production is a Complementary Income Activity with Bridging 
and Substituting Characteristics

In some producers’ livelihoods strategies, the NTFP activities bridge seasonal 
income gaps. The main objective is not to maximize profits from the particular 
NTFP, but to ensure liquidity in a critical season of the year.

Results from the PIP Workshops

Pre‑phase: Diagnostic Studies and Actors

As indicated in Fig. 1, the diagnostic surveys during the Pre-phase provided mar-
ket information and generalized value chain maps, to enhance understanding and 
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participative analysis during the PIP workshops. The maps show relevant actor 
groups as well as complexity and length of the studied chains. Figure 3 presents 
the gum Arabic chain, a global value chain dominated by export, and composed 
of an extensive network of middlemen.

In contrast to the gum Arabic chain, the extent of the Ethiopian bamboo chain 
(Fig.  4) is within the region only, with few actors, a single middleman linking 
production and processing. 

The natural gums chain (Fig. 5) is influenced by tribal relations, which facili-
tates informal trade and cross-border smuggling of black incense and other oleo-
gum resins.

The diagnostic survey was the first contact of the research team with value 
chain actors. The contact details of these actors were noted during the survey, 
and from this list, representatives for the PIP workshop were selected by the 
project team in a way that the PIP participants mirrored the chain structure in a 
balanced manner. The PIP workshop composition (Fig. 6) reflects the structure 
and length of each value chain. Specifically

•	 the gum Arabic PIP was dominated by direct value chain actors, especially 
middlemen;

•	 the bamboo PIP was dominated by supporters because several members of 
the university partner were involved in the diagnosis and had participated in 
the PIP workshop; and

•	 the natural gums PIP had a small share of value chain regulators, because 
most of the line ministry agents perceived their mandate as extension service, 
not as supervisors.

Phase 1 of PIP Workshop: Diagnosis of Production and Marketing Systems

All PIPs were conducted by teams of five to ten researchers, coming from a 
national and an international research organization and a processing company. 
The PIP workshops started with the presentation of the diagnostic study results. 
In parallel, the map of the value chain (Figs. 3, 4, 5) was presented. The findings 
were discussed by the participants. Problems and opportunities were listed as 

Fig. 3   Value chain map of the gum Arabic value chain in Sudan
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those within an actor group and as those emerging between two groups. In gen-
eral, the participants confirmed the researcher’s findings. Nevertheless, it was 
important for the participants to include their own perspectives and problems 
perceived. By this, the map was validated and a common understanding as well 
as a sense of ownership of the diagnosis results was created.

Phase 2 of PIP Workshop: Identification and Ranking of Critical Points 
and Opportunities

Phase 2 focused on a deeper analysis of each actor group along the value chain and 
their interfaces with neighboring ones. The workshop participants carried out this 
analysis, facilitated by the research teams. For the retrospective comparative analy-
sis of the three PIP processes, the problems identified and solutions addressing these 
problems were categorized and coded.1

Fig. 6   Composition of PIP workshop participants

Fig. 5   Value chain map of the natural gums value chain in Ethiopia

1  Definition of codes: CORR: unfair competition—informal and corrupted market partners carrying 
out illegal practices; INFR: tedious transport—poor infrastructure, absence of all-year-round traffica-
ble access roads; KNOW: unprofessional, uninformed actors—poor knowledge and poor skills for the 
business activity, and/or lack of sharing of experiences between members of an actor groups; MARK: 
ill-informed marketers—no access to attractive markets, lack of market information; POWE: overlooked 
actors—competences and power to organize the group successfully, to promote lobbing interests; PRIC: 
unprofitable sales—low selling price; QUAL: uniform bulk price—absence of formally established and 
adopted grading of products with diversified pricing; RESU: input constraints—lack of resources to 
acquire land or premises, purchase inputs or technology, includes finance liquidity; SUPP: abandoned 
actors—lack of support from government and NGOs; TECH: inefficient production and processing prac-
tices—lack of production technology, tools and equipment.
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Participatory analysis by participants was conducted in two rounds, first in groups 
per actor group and second with all participants together. Supported by a facilita-
tor, the groups discussed and complemented the listing of problems, and ranked 
them pairwise, following the methodology described by Alemu and Auch (2016). 
The results for each actor group are summarized in Table 1, and those of the whole 
workshop in Table  2. The participants of the gum Arabic PIP skipped this phase 
and formed mixed groups to discuss extensively the bargaining power asymmetry 
between producers and middlemen. Their output was a list of recommended inter-
ventions (reported in Table 4).

Phase 3 of PIP Workshop: Innovative Upgrading Measures, Agreement on Action

Participants brainstormed upgrading ideas, based on problems and potentials of 
their chain. Table 3 summarizes the ranked upgrading ideas for each actor group. 
In the Natural Gums workshop, the supporters decided to join the producers for this 
session.

Most of the priority measures referred to categories of knowledge or marketing. 
For the identification of innovative pilot measures, the four highest ranked ideas 
from each group (Table 3) were considered. For eligibility, the ideas were checked 
against the following requirements: innovative technology transfer, availability 
of resources for implementation, the likelihood of success within project period, 
expected impact and sustainability.

Post‑phase: Implementation of Upgrading Measures, Follow‑Up Workshops

The implemented pilot measures (Table 4) focused on technological knowledge and 
skills. Funding of complex and long-term measures was beyond the project bounds.

Discussion

Comparative Analysis of the PIP Processes

All PIP processes were shaped by societal and cultural contexts. The gum Arabic 
workshop presented an opportunity for participants to negotiate the power imbal-
ance between producer and exporter; an urgent problem overriding the scheduled 
sequence of methods for upgrading. Several of the less frequently prioritized prob-
lems raised by the Ethiopian PIPs also fall into the remit of the state, e.g. poor road 
conditions (INFR), degradation of open access forest resources, and smuggling 
(CORR). Constraints of technology (TECH) were more often prioritized in the bam-
boo value chain, and resources (RESU) in the natural gum value chain. This can 
be explained by the nature and constraints of the particular chains, or by a domi-
nance of participants who purposely put this issue up, in anticipation of a supportive 
follow-up project. Amongst the prioritized problems across all actor groups of both 
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Ethiopian chains (Tables  1, 3) knowledge (KNOW) and marketing (MARK) were 
identified most frequently. As a response to the demand for knowledge, several train-
ing sessions were held and support materials were developed, especially for produc-
ers. Interventions to address marketing have been beyond the project’s resources.

While all three PIP workshops presented a first meeting opportunity for actors 
across the whole chain to express their challenges and interests, the dynamics char-
acterizing these fora differed. All three PIPs started with a heated discussion, domi-
nated by reproaches against the competitors. In the course of the Ethiopian PIPs the 
participants followed the scheduled group work in actor groups with problem iden-
tification and ranking, then the identification of solutions with design of options for 
action. Several of the listed problems were formulated as absence of desired solu-
tions, e.g. “lack of government attention”. The Sudanese process was done in mixed 
actor groups to negotiate their particular issues, then the participants concentrated 
on the way forward by discussing options for actions. This indicates first, that the 
analysis part of the PIP workshop (Phase 2 in Fig.  1), is a challenge for the par-
ticipants. Problem analysis was intended to be done in a constructive, ‘power-free 
dialogue’ as suggested from Habermaas (1981), based on understanding the real 
interests of the competitors instead of prejudices and strategic rhetoric only. All PIPs 
struggled to really identify the problems and to carve out the problem’s roots; par-
ticipants preferred to discuss solutions and recommendations. Second, a PIP might 
also serve as an arena for needed negotiations between actor groups. The different 
courses of the processes in Sudan and Ethiopia indicate that cultural and customary 
settings have to be considered.

Endogenous innovation was triggered by the Bamboo PIP. Participating farmers 
from Arbegona started to collect seeds from bamboo that was flowering and dying 
at that time. They put up a nursery to grow seedlings for regenerating their bamboo 

Table 2   Problems finally ranked by all workshop participants

Codes as in Footnote 1. *Same codes amongst the four highest ranked

Bamboo in Ethiopia Natural gums in Ethiopia

1. Lack of technical support SUPP*
1. Lack of government attention SUPP*
3. Lack of innovation (technology, production system) 

Tech
4. Poor market linkage MARK
5. Producer lack of business skills KNOW
6. Coordination of supply by cooperatives) POWE
7. Poor quality of raw material (immature off-season 

harvesting, size) KNOW, QUAL
8. Market information MARK
9 Low demand for traditional products MARK
10. Credit access POWE

1. Lack of government attention SUPP*
2. Budget constraints, logistics RESU, INFR
3. Lack of awareness KNOW
4. Skill gap KNOW
5. Lack of coordination POWE
6. Lack of monitoring POWE, CORR
7. Illegal border trade CORR
8. Lack of quality standards QUAL
9. Lack of price setting standard MARK, QUAL
10. Constraints in supply and demand MARK, 

POWE
11. Inadequate research (resource management, 

utilization) SUPP
12. No directives for natural gum and resin trade 

SUPP, POWE
13. No legal forest management rights POWE, 

SUPP
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stands. The PIP inspired them to appreciate the potential of bamboo as a substitute 
for the increasing wood gap in their country; despite the current poor market setup, 
they conserved the genetic resource for the future.

In all three PIPs, participants expressed the strong wish to repeat the PIP work-
shops. This suggests the need to formalize and institutionalize the PIPs, establish a 
constitution for participation including procedural rules, and to give a clear mandate 
for conduction to an independent organization. The process equally require the ser-
vices of skillful moderators, and a sustainable funding scheme.

Lessons Learned for NTFP Value Chains

The three PIPs constitute a unique, sector-wide learning experience for both actors 
and researchers. A number of insights for further development and research were 
gained. One request with highest priority was the one for government’s awareness 
and support. By this, the actors showed a pattern of passivity and subservience. This 
might have been a tactic to obtain some extra benefits, although the actors’ passivity 
might indicate that they were not fully aware of their own, active role and potential 
for innovation and upgrade.

NTFP actors need a platform for negotiation and conflict management; this was 
demonstrated in the gum Arabic case, where the PIP was dominated by the struggle 
between producers and buyers.

Actors are aware of the value and potential of the NTFPs, and of their essential 
role in local livelihood strategies, against the backdrop of the alarming degradation 
of the resource base. The PIP provided a lens for the recognition of several untapped 
sustainable management strategies. These untapped strategies require collective 
action with respect to building institutional structures and management capacities.

All three value chains lack an institutionalized system for grading of qualities. 
The sales in bulk with mixed grade products lead to the production of poor quality at 
knock-down prices. The absence of formalized grade classes limits not only diversi-
fied pricing, but also efficient product aggregation and specific price information. 
Most importantly, it is also a disincentive for producers to re-invest in efficient pro-
duction and sustainable resource management.

Poor organizational and physical infrastructure in the “first miles” of the VC ham-
per the bundling of products for efficient sales. Conventionally, these services are 
delivered by middlemen, who aggregate and transport the products to central mar-
ket places. Developing good business relations, fairer cost and profit distribution, and 
becoming also an intermediary for information about product quality are required 
future steps for middlemen. As an alternative to independent middlemen, collective 
action for product aggregation and marketing by cooperatives or producer associa-
tions was discussed regularly. Critical study is needed on whether such models would 
pay the transaction cost for cooperation in these rather marginal NTFP businesses.

Collection and provision of market information is usually done by public institu-
tions. The established systems for agrarian products could be extended with the col-
lection and reporting of prices for NTFP products on selected market places.
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The function of NTFPs in the income portfolio of some producers was not for 
profit maximization in the first place, but rather for liquidity in times of stress. The 
terms of trade have to be evaluated in the context of the particular livelihood strate-
gies. Unviable NTFP production might become feasible in combination with other 
activities, e.g. livestock herding and natural gum collection are complementary, both 
activities depend on dry forests, and are often carried out by women and youth.

Benefits and Limits of the PIP: A Critical Reflection

Experiences with the PIP instrument are encouraging; the actors appreciated the 
platform as relevant for the expression of their interests and for the discussion of 
common issues. Moreover, the building of trust and social connectedness between 
the actor groups was found to strengthen the whole value chain. The effectiveness 
of innovation platforms is confirmed by agricultural innovation platforms, especially 
for longer periods (> 3 years) (Davies et al. 2018). To facilitate social-learning based 
change, a regular repetition of the PIP is a recommended way forward to sustain 
the process of knowledge creation and “adaptive innovation management”: Sparrow 
and Traoré (2018) found that the number of platform meetings was correlated with 
the functionality of the platform. In summary, to cater for effective innovation and 
change processes, a PIP needs regular repeated meetings, e.g. annual or biennial.

To implement a PIP process with high-degree participation is a tough job. PIPs are 
demanding, and need resources for organization and logistics as well as competent 
persons for moderation and translation (Alemu and Auch 2016). Each value chain is 
individual; it requires expertise to design and conduct a PIP in a tailor-made, context-
related and flexible form. Value chain actors are usually competitors. To balance par-
ticular interests in a PIP workshop, and to achieve agreements for joint benefit of the 
“value chain community”, a chairperson with a strong and accepted personality is 
needed. Chairing a platform workshop is more than facilitating interests; it requires 
“moderation” of highly dominant players who try to capture the platform for their 
particular interests. To prevent bias, a neutral institution, not having own stakes in the 
value chain, should have the mandate to conduct and host the PIP. There is also need 
for “change agents” or “innovation brokers” (Boogaard et al. 2013, p. 16), and “polit-
ical entrepreneurs” (Dedeurwaerdere 2009, p. 206) as well as personalities with the 
motivation for innovation, creativity and skills to coordinate collective action. Build-
ing such competences and providing the environment for profiling personalities of 
“change agents” remain on the priority list of higher education institutions.

The results and process of a PIP will be shaped by the composition of partici-
pants. Initiators of a PIP face the question of how to identify the right persons for 
giving a mandate to represent the value chain, and to achieve beneficial results. The 
claim of the participants of the gum Arabic PIP to invite next time also the gum Ara-
bic collecting pastoralists indicates the potential for take-over of responsibility for 
the PIP process by participants.

The challenge remains for actors to invest their own resources in agreed actions. 
As long as funding is provided from outside, the activities are welcomed, irrespec-
tive of their effectiveness. Davies et  al. (2018) found that after phasing out the 
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external funding, key members cease to participate, while funding of more than 
2–3 years creates unsustainable dependencies. The proof of the viability of the PIP 
will be the engagement of actors on own cost, e.g. in shared funding models. This is 
especially relevant for long-term implementation of new technology. True empow-
erment of actors and sustainable innovation has to be endogenous, driven by ben-
efit margins from the upgrading activities. Dedeurwaerdere (2009) underlined the 
importance of practical incentives for actors as well as a defined set of rules for 
engagement and sharing as important conditions for their exploration of options for 
innovations. Therefore, pre-studies have to ascertain if there is a real demand for 
upgrading from the actors’ side, and to also establish, through a cost–benefit assess-
ment, if the upgrading investments would pay off.

In conclusion, the PIP is a useful instrument for conducting innovation and 
change processes. It provides a useful opportunity for all actors to identify options 
geared towards reducing transaction cost, while promoting innovations which are 
beneficial for participants in the whole value chain. For marginalized producers of 
forest products in the Tropics, the PIP facilitates learning, cooperation and collective 
action for market access and scale effects. The discourse in a PIP informs about the 
specific product requirements, which enables the respective adoption of the forest 
production system.

The PIP instrument draws on several sociological concepts (Pretzsch and Auch 
forthcoming). For its further development, theoretical backing and integration in 
the value chain upgrading context, concepts from action-oriented field research and 
theories have to be scrutinized and incorporated. Some of these include the dilemma 
structure of economic coordination problems between rational choice and common 
welfare (Kollock 1998; Aoki 2011), aspects of formality (de Soto 2013), institutions 
for collective action (Ostrom 1990), and the mandate question in open fora. Further 
studies are required to determine the sustainability and scale effects of PIP intro-
duced processes.
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