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Foreword 
 

 

Development creates good and bad outcomes for people and the 
environment. Development research investigates such outcomes, 
and the pathways through which people access food, income, 
power and wellbeing. Like the research we conduct, our courses 
deal with critical developments in agriculture and food systems in 
regions where poverty and food insecurity prevail. Our courses 
familiarise students with the complexity of such developments, 
suggest ways for avoiding poverty traps, and discusses 
approaches to strengthen transitions to sustainable local food 
regimes. At the Centre for Development Research, we offer eight 
post-graduate courses on development research and practice.  

 
This document describes our teaching philosophy, desired 
learning outcomes for students, course contents, and it lists BOKU 
study programmes that offer our courses. All eight courses also 
sketch out our development research and transition management 
framework. This framework provides students with orientation in 
an increasingly complex field of study dealing with innovation, 
strategic niche management, institutional change, transition 
management, and transformative change. We apply our 
framework to diverse domains, including crop farming, livestock 
management, agroforestry, forestry, water management and 
irrigation, aquaculture and fishery.  
 
In all regions of the world, human wellbeing is tied to the way we 
manage and share soils, water, genetic resources and eventually 
food, feed and energy. Fast-growing economies, extractive 
lifestyles and new consumption patterns exacerbate the scarcity 
of natural resources in some regions, increase competition, 
deepen the environmental footprint, and augment exclusion and 
inequality. Ultimately, the ability of ‘development’ to create good 
outcomes for all people – and leaving no one behind – depends on 
the ability of policy, research and practice to change course of 
direction. The role of development research and its higher 
education is to point out those pathways that create good 
outcomes for people and the environment.  
 
On behalf of the Centre for Development Research and its network 
partners, I wish you a stimulating reading and successful 
attendance in our courses. 

 
 
 

 
Michael Hauser 
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Introduction 
 

Food scarcity, energy poverty, 
environmental degradation and social 
inequality are development outcomes 
that impede millions of poor people 
from living happy and healthy life. The 
vast majority - 78 percent - of people in 
extreme poverty live in rural areas, and 
depend on agriculture and natural 
resources. In Sub-Saharan Africa and 
South Asia, the prevalence of rural 
poverty and food insecurity is 
particularly high. There, family farming 
is the backbone of the agricultural 
sector.  
 
Agriculture1, agro-pastoralism, forestry, 
and aquaculture are fundamental 

                                                      
1 Our definition of agriculture includes crop and 

livestock production, and engaging in 
aquaculture. Our focus lies on family farms 
possibly including the use of resources derived 
from forests or subsistence fisheries. 

livelihood strategies for poor people. 
Depending on the management of 
natural resources, as well as on 
institutions and policies, these strategies 
can help to escape poverty, to ensure 
food security, and to live a decent life. 
Understanding pathways into and out of 
poverty through the management of 
natural resources, therefore, is a major 
area of research at the Centre for 
Development Research. Our research is 
reflected in the university courses we 
offer to under- and postgraduate 
students.  
 
While food systems work well for some 
people, they are disastrous for others. 
Food scarcity and environmental 
degradation in agriculture are 
symptoms of dysfunctional food 
systems. Tackling only the symptoms is 
short-sighted, ineffective and morally 
wrong. Instead, food system dynamics 
must be changed, and positive 
development outcomes for all have to be 
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created; more fundamental changes of 
natural resource management practices 
and benefit sharing is essential. Such 
changes we refer to as transitions. The 
more fundamental and the deeper these 
transitions are, the more transformative 
the outcomes will be.  
 
Sustainability transition in agriculture, 
natural resource regimes, and of entire 
food systems, therefore, will require a 
radical transformation of the way people 
access, distribute and consume natural 
resources, food, feed, energy and fibre. 
Such transitions will also require a shift 
of power between countries and within 
societies. Our research helps to better 
understand opportunities and 
limitations for transitions towards 
sustainable development.  
 
Our courses are fuelled by our research. 
We want to attract students with an 
interest in understanding 
 
 agriculture-based societies, and 

transition economies. 
 pathways into food insecurity and 

poverty, and pathways out of 
poverty through sustainable 
agriculture and natural resource 
management.  

 critical developments that impede 
or facilitate sustainable agriculture, 
sustainable natural resource 
regimes, and fair food systems. 

 agricultural extension, facilitation, 
and change agency to support 
sustainability at various scales.  

 innovation and strategic niche 
management for encouraging the 
design and scaling out of 
sustainability enhancing novelties.  

 desirable and undesirable 
development outcomes arising from 
current food systems trajectories. 

 

Poverty pathways and sustainability 
transitions concern a wide range of 
disciplines. Therefore, our courses are 
relevant for and open to students from 
all fields of study. 
 

Our approach to 
development  
 

Although the Centre for Development 
Research does not engage in 
development cooperation directly, it 
also works in proximity to aid and 
development. Therefore, we conduct 
research on and teach approaches and 
instruments used in development 
cooperation.  
 
The post-development movement2 has 
heavily criticized the amorphous 
concept of ‘development’, claiming that 
it enables the internationally and locally 
powerful to disguise their strategic 
interests as apolitical necessities that 
require expert intervention. Such 
expertism has essentially been 
Eurocentric, authoritarian and 
depoliticizing.   
 
Our approach to development is rooted 
in empowerment, emancipation and 
rights-based thinking in agriculture. We 
draw on the Farmer First Movement. 
From this movement, we derive some of 
the essential conditions for reducing 
rural poverty, increasing food security, 
and ensuring sovereignty in and through 
agriculture. The involvement of people 
in development, for example through 
fostering gender equality, the 
empowerment of women, education and 

                                                      
2
 In the 1980s and 1990s, Post-development 

Theory has heavily criticised development as 
inherently neocolonialistic, unsustainable and 
based on Western definitions of progress. 
Consequently, the demand to redefine 
development has arisen. 
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capacity development is critical for 
improving poor people’s livelihoods.  
 
More recently, we draw on innovation 
systems thinking and on transition 
management as the theoretical basis or 
our research and higher education. 
Participatory value chain approaches, 
innovation platforms, or strategies like 
making markets work for poor people 
(M4P), now embrace all relevant 
stakeholders responsible for 
development.  
 
A member of an innovating platform, 
assessing his Sorghum ,Tete, 
Mozambique.  
 

 
 
Ecological, economic and social 
challenges of farmers and resource 
users persist. Hence, development 
research should respond to the crises of 
development and aid by conceptualizing 
development differently. We need to 
extend the definition of development to 
comprise not only more profitable, but 
above all sustainable land use and 
management of natural resources. All 
these aspects are reflected in our 
definition of sustainability transitions.  
 
Our approach to development embraces  
radically openly considering systemic 
concepts arising from any discipline 
which can contribute to our 
understanding of development. 

Furthermore, we explore and further 
develop methods and tools enabling 
agricultural and food system transitions.  
 

Learning outcomes 
 
Through our courses, we offer students 
learning opportunities on complex 
changes in agriculture and food systems, 
with a particular focus on poor and 
marginalised people who engage in 
agriculture and natural resources 
management. Students who have 
successfully completed our courses will 
 
• have knowledge about development 

research and the associated 
normative, academic and political 
discourse (such as the Sustainable 
Development Goals, poverty and 
food security approaches, 
innovation and transformation 
theories, food regimes and food 
systems). 

• understand how institutions govern 
transitions and transformative 
change in agriculture and natural 
resources management. 

• be able to apply innovation theories, 
transition concepts and 
collaborative tools to agriculture, 
agro-forestry, fisheries and 
aquaculture embedded in local and 
global food systems.  

• analyse innovation and food 
systems, identify leverage points for 
change, and draft strategies for 
interventions at practical, 
institutional and policy level. 

• take a position in the current 
development discourse, and 
contribute to a new development 
narrative.  

 
Through our courses we offer students 
concepts and methods that help to 
understand and to facilitate change in 
their professional fields, such as soil and 
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water management, sanitation, forestry 
or non-timber forest products. We 
encourage students to bring their own 
cases to class and learn how to translate 
course lessons back into their 
profession.  
 

 

Didactical approach 
 

Corresponding to our understanding of 
change, course lecturers and students 
are adult co-learners and our courses 
are micro-arenas of change. As course 
conveners, we create a protected space 
for learning in which students acquire 
and exchange information, test new 
capabilities and skills, and experience 
how this affects others and themselves. 
Inverting the classroom, we use the 
limited time we have with students 
mainly for exercises, critical reflection 
and dialogue. Reading takes place at 
home. 
 
Diagnosing soil quality outcomes of the ‘System of 
Rice Intensification’, Yogyakarta, Indonesia.  
 

 
 

In class and in the field, we make use of 
a variety of communication and learning 
tools.  
 
• traditional teaching-based lectures 

and direct instruction. 
• mini-workshops, small-group 

assignments, plenary presentations. 
• role plays, structural constellations, 

and scenario methodology 

• case study analysis, literature 
reviews, grey literature searches 

• background reading and 
information exchange through E-
learning platforms 

• submission of written reports, oral 
presentations, and self-reflections 

 
Most of our courses combine ‘hard data’ 
with experiential learning, which shall 
link classroom learning with real-life 
natural resource challenges in a 
development context. We also confront 
students with potentially transformative 
learning. In some of our courses, we 
invite students to switch between 
multiple roles, such as researchers, 
project managers, facilitators of 
participatory planning, or delegates 
negotiating multi-national agreements. 
Whenever possible, we invite our 
internal partners from BOKU, as well as 
external speakers. 

 

Applications 
 
Students who attend our courses may 
apply acquired conceptual and 
methodological competences in diverse 
fields such as 
 
• Promotion of resource conserving 

technologies and practices in soil 
and water management, crop 
production, livestock management, 
pastoralism, forestry. 

• Transitions between different types 
of agricultural systems: from 
subsistence to commercial 
agriculture, from traditional to 
organic farming.  

• Assessments of technical aid and 
development programmes, 
understanding why some 
investments work well and others 
fail.  

• Facilitation of innovation and 
change in development and 
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sustainability projects, notably in 
multi-actor processes 

 

Our courses in a 
nutshell 
 

Each of our eight courses acquaints 
students with transformation and 
change concepts, focuses on natural 
resource challenges, and addresses the 
Sustainable Development Goals. 
Corresponding course programmes 
ensure a comprehensive understanding 
of development research and change 
management concepts.  
 
 

1 Development innovation 
 
This course invites students to an 
intuitive reflection of the theory and 
practice of ‘development’ with a focus 
on agriculture. ‘Development’, which is 
frequently understood as intervention 
to combat a problem situation in a 
specific region, has been a powerful 
concept over the past 50 years. Today, 
both the theoretical justification of 
development and its practice are in a 
crisis – yet, as global inequalities persist, 
the questions: “Should we intervene? 
How should we intervene? What are the 
consequences of intervention? How can 
we move from a controlling mind set to 
true collaboration?” continue to be 
highly relevant. These questions also 
guide our critical examination of current 
approaches such as innovation system 
intervention.  
Participants of ‘Development 
Innovation’ identify main actors in 
development from the 1960s till today. 
By analysing writings and actions of 
these actors, the participants summarize 
dominant development theories and 
actions. This enables them to recognize 
patterns of interaction and understand 

the crisis of development and aid. 
Together, we debate on future options 
to address global development 
challenges. 
Development Innovation (in Eng.), 
169401, winter term. 
 

 

2 Livelihood system dynamics 
and transitions 

 
This course provides students with 
concepts and cases from Africa and Asia 
to understand agricultural and natural 
resource-based livelihoods of people 
confronted with poverty and food 
insecurity. The course introduces the 
livelihoods approach as an important 
actors-oriented and systemic 
perspective in development research 
and practice. It focuses on how poor 
people organise their lives, based on the 
configuration of livelihood systems on 
which they depend. The course also 
shows how people of different wealth 
and wellbeing draw on resources, 
institutions and strategies to make a 
living. Using innovation and food system 
concepts, the course offers a theoretical 
perspective for understanding 
livelihood transitions, notably drivers 
and trajectories into and out of poverty 
and food insecurity.  
Livelihood system dynamics in rural 
development (in Eng.), 169002, summer 
term.  

 

3 Facilitating agriculture and 
food systems 

 
This course outlines theories and 
practices to facilitate transitions to 
sustainable agriculture, sustainable use 
of natural resources, or income 
opportunities in regions with high 
prevalence of poverty and food 
insecurity. It focuses on the design of a 
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facilitation process, and outlines the 
various roles of facilitators during 
transitions. Transition often requires 
that people learn and take ownership of 
new capabilities and skills. But 
sometimes this is not enough, and 
perhaps it is necessary for actors to take 
on new beliefs and values about how 
they view their activities and how they 
perceive themselves.  Therefore, the 
course uses contemporary change 
theories and thereby crosses the border 
to organizational development and 
leadership development. Further, the 
course reviews how people learn and 
change in response to changes in their 
life conditions: that is, through 
stakeholder interaction in their 
communities. It uses such insights to 
facilitate transformative change in 
different agricultural contexts.  
Facilitating change for sustainable 
development (in Eng.), 169003, summer 
term 
 

4 Co-design, citizen-led 
innovation, participation 

 
Participatory methods comprise a large 
family of approaches enabling people to 
influence projects and development 
trajectories. This course offers a toolbox 
of verbal, visual and behavioural 
participatory methods to analyse, jointly 
plan and implement transitions in 
agriculture, forestry, fisheries and 
aquaculture.  
These methods address bio-physical 
factors as well as human behaviour, 
knowledge and skills, attitudes, values 
and perception of self. The course 
exposes students to various 
participatory concepts and motivates 
them to critically discuss their relevance 
for development research, development 
cooperation and aid programmes. 
Through practical exercises, the course 
raises awareness about essential skills 

for mindful application of participatory 
methods.  
Participatory methods in development 
research and practice (in Eng.), 169317, 
summer term.  
 
Cause and effect diagramme drawn with crop and 
livestock farmers in Tete, Mozambique.  
 

 
 

 

5 Planning development 
research 

 
The course ‘Applied Development 
Research I’ has been designed for 
graduate and post-graduate students 
who prepare for applied research at 
master and doctoral level. It covers the 
basic principles of development 
research (e.g. definitions, legitimisation, 
quality standards, etc.) and looks into 
development research approaches (e.g. 
research for development seen from 
social, economic and natural sciences, 
multi-disciplinary views of development 
and change). Further, the course takes 
students through the planning of 
development research projects (e.g. 
funding and fine-tuning topics, 
development versus research 
challenges, proposal writing, selling 
research ideas to public and private 
sector donors). One course session 
addresses alliances between research, 
development cooperation and 
communities.  
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Applied development research I (in Eng.), 
169302, winter term. 

 

6 Putting development 
research into use 

 
This course has been designed for 
master and doctoral students aiming at 
putting their research to use in 
agriculture, forestry or in the wider food 
system. During the course, students 
bridge disciplinary boundaries and learn 
how to make scientific knowledge 
available to a wider audience. This 
process requires communication and 
relational skills, and the ability to see 
what motivates practitioners to take on 
research findings. We want to 
understand how to make use of this 
knowledge to facilitate research findings 
being taken up by development 
practitioners. The course also offers 
students perspectives about the 
management of research-policy 
interfaces and effective communication. 

Furthermore, the course helps students 
to identify critical interfaces between 
research and policy and to develop 
strategies for policy advice.  
Applied development research II (in 
Eng.), 169303, summer term. 

 

7 Negotiating change in 
multilateral setups 

 
Each year, the course ‘Negotiating 
change: simulating an international 
conference for sustainable development’ 
focuses on a global ‘hot topic’ in 
sustainable development (e.g. land 
grabbing). Through on-going self-
organized research, the students relate 
the given topic to the historical socio-
economic and agro-ecological 
background of a specific region (e.g. 
Ethiopia). Representing a region (e.g. 
Ethiopia) and its interests, the students 
develop suggestions for solutions to 
address the challenge (e.g. land 
grabbing).  Negotiating with other 
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regional representatives (e.g. India) in a 
simulated UN-conference, the students 
experience complexity and 
communication in a “realistic” situation. 
Based on these negotiations, the 
students agree on a resolution for 
addressing the challenge (e.g. land 
grabbing) in a general assembly. Finally, 
the complex system of international 
interests in development is re-
conceptualized drawing from the 
experiences of students.  
Negotiating Change: Simulating an 
international conference for sustainable 
development (in Eng.), 169306, summer 
term.  
 

8 Transition management 
summer school 

 
The interdisciplinary, collaborative and 
international Summer School takes 
place in Africa, Asia or Europe and 
integrates all fields of training at CDR. 
Themes change and may include  
 
 Farm conversion from traditional to 

organic, and fair-trade smallholder 
agriculture in Uganda; 

 Transition from conventional to SRI 
(System of Rice Intensification) rice 
farming  in Indonesia 

 Change from extractive agriculture 
to agriculture informed by the 
principles of Sufficiency Economy in 
Thailand 

 
Agroecological health provides a 
normative concept in all sites in which 
we work. The respective project is 
implemented in cooperation with 
partner universities in Africa and Asia, 
includes in-house training and field 
stays. 
Interdisziplinäres Projekt: Development 
research - field applications (in Eng.), 
160004, summer term. 
 

Linkages with BOKU 
study programmes 
 
Our courses are part of the regular 
curriculum of BOKU master 
programmes such as 
 

• 427, UBRM 
• 429, Mountain Forestry 
• 447, Water 

Management/Environment 
Engineering 

• 448, Applied Limnology 
• 449, ENVEURO 
• 500 Organic Agriculture Systems 

and Agroecology 
• 501, Sustainability in Agriculture, 

Food Production and Food 
Technology in the Danube Region 

• 416, NARMEE 
• 431, KTWW 

 
If not listed in a particular study 
programme, students need to ask their 
study programme coordinators to 
acknowledge our courses, and thus 
collect ECTS points; this procedure is 
also recommended for exchange 
students.  

 
Beyond the Centre for Development 
Research, BOKU scientists offer a variety 
of courses that address other 
dimensions of change and transition 
than those of the Centre for 
Development Research.  You can 
integrate all these courses into your 
respective study programmes and 
transfer acquired knowledge into your 
own sector of interst. CDR courses are 
set up as far as possible in a sector-
neutral way to allow for maximum 
transferability of content to your own 
area of expertise. Furthermore, we 
highly recommend identifying your own 
complementary learning opportunities, 
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especially if you wish to specialise in 
change management. For more 
information visit our website.  
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