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This brochure is conceived as a 
source of inspiration for VLIRUOS 
project promoters, helping them 
create better conditions for uptake 
of project results in society.

It is based on success factors 
identified by external evaluators of 
VLIRUOS projects and supported by 
an academic expert group set up for 
this purpose.

At the same time, we want to provide 
greater clarity to the members of 
the VLIRUOS community about the 
uptake concept and the VLIRUOS 
expectations and approaches 
towards realising the conditions for 
uptake. The brochure will support you in:

•	 Understanding the importance 
of an uptake strategy in higher 
education (HE) projects

•	 Appreciating uptake 
integration in every  
VLIRUOS project cycle

•	 Becoming familiar with key 
aspects of a research uptake 
strategy

•	 Defining the stages of an 
uptake strategy in  
HE projects

•	 Building a framework to 
successfully create the 
conditions for uptake
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In an era defined by international instability and shifting geopolitical 
dynamics, the value of international (academic) cooperation is being 
scrutinized more closely than ever. At VLIRUOS, we remain convinced 
that global academic collaboration is a powerful tool for global stability 
and sustainable development. However, we also recognize that for 
these collaborations to remain relevant and legitimate, they must 
demonstrate a clear and tangible contribution to society. Bridging the 
gap between academic excellence and societal application—moving from 
“output” to “uptake” by creating the conditions for uptake to happen—
is not optional; it is a fundamental requirement of modern academic 
cooperation, more than ever, in this era of geopolitical volatility and 
budgetary constraints.

This version of the VLIRUOS “creating the conditions for uptake” 
brochure represents an update to our existing framework, including 
new, inspiring good practices emanating from recent evaluations of 
institutional partnerships that have recently ended (2025). It maintains 
the core principles that have guided our programmes to date and serves 
as an interim guide as we move towards the development of a more 
comprehensive and “fully fledged” Uptake-Use-Impact Toolbox. VLIRUOS 
has launched a dedicated project aimed at “Accelerating Uptake, Use 
and Impact” in our VLIRUOS community, deepening our collective 
understanding of how uptake of academic education and/or research 
results happens in practice. This “Accelerate” initiative is designed to 
be a “by the community, for the community” effort, drawing on the 
immense wealth of experience within our network of Global North and 
Global South partners. By documenting what works (and what does not) 
in different contexts, we are building a robust evidence base that will 
inform our future tools and strategies.

This brochure presents the foundational mechanisms of our uptake 
model—Stakeholder Engagement, Communication, Capacity Building, 
and Impact-Oriented Planning—enriched by new case studies that 
reflect the resilience and ingenuity of our partners in a complex global 
landscape. We invite you to use these good practices as a starting point 
for dialogue within your projects and to contribute your own experiences 
and insights to our community of practice (e.g. by giving a Community 
Talk, or linking up with Accelerate).

Kristien Verbrugghen

Director VLIRUOS
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Support the supply of 
research results

Support the use of 
research results

Definition

Based on a definition provided by the Department for International 
Development (DFID, 2016) and the specific VLIRUOS context, we define 
uptake as ‘the use of research and education results of HEI by non-academic 
actors (or society at large: policymakers, NGOs, private sector, farmers)’ and 
creating the conditions for uptake as ‘all activities that facilitate and contrib-
ute to the use of research evidence or other results emanating from the work 
of Higher Education Institutions (HEI) by policymakers, practitioners and 
other development actors’. 

Research uptake activities aim to support:
•	 The supply of highly relevant results through continuous engagement 

with stakeholders (including potential end-users). This involves commu-
nicating knowledge effectively and synthesising and repackaging knowl-
edge for non-expert audiences.

•	 The usage of results by capacity building of both users as well as produc-
ers, and by increasing commitment of stakeholders. 

Creating the conditions for uptake6



Societal impact
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Context

Higher education partnerships for sustainable 
development supported by VLIRUOS

HEIs play a crucial role in transforming societies and realising the 2030 
Agenda for Sustainable Development. The underlying principles of intercon-
nectedness and multi-stakeholder partnerships are considered critical to 
realising the 2030 Agenda, and highlight the importance of uptake (bridging 
the science-society gap, engaging with stakeholders, etc.). 

Though the extent to which projects can realise uptake may vary, VLIRUOS 
expects every project to proactively reflect on potential uptake strategies and 
implement them to the extent possible to maximise its short, medium or 
long-term impact on society. 

In December 2019, we published the evaluation report ‘Creating the 
conditions for impact’. This evaluation was commissioned by VLIRUOS and 
implemented by Syspons. It focused on a sample of concluded VLIRUOS 
departmental projects and had two main objectives. First of all, it aimed to 
develop a clear conceptual framework clarifying different potential strategies 
linked to creating the conditions for uptake of new knowledge, services and/
or applications generated through our projects. Secondly, the evaluation 
assessed the effectiveness and impact of a sample of VLIRUOS supported 
departmental projects, including field visits to nine projects. The evaluation 
identified a number of (pre-)conditions and mechanisms which are condu-
cive to the uptake of new knowledge, services and applications outside the 
academic context. 

By identifying and validating these preconditions and mechanisms, the  
evaluation has provided us with invaluable input regarding uptake strategies  
of VLIRUOS projects. This evaluation will allow us to develop a toolbox – with 
this brochure as a sneak peek – that will help promoters and projects create 
conditions for uptake of research results and eventually: societal impact.

“So we should implement our results in local communities just like traditional development actors?”

Introducing the importance of uptake is often 
met with many questions with academics high-
lighting the importance of their core business: 
research and education. VLIRUOS acknowl-
edges the importance of high-quality research 
and education and does not expect all projects 
to implement results in society or realise the 
uptake by external stakeholders. The focus is 
rather on creating the conditions for uptake to 
happen (in the short or long-term). Depending 
on the topic, the context, the maturity of the 
partnerships, etc. the level of ambition can be 
different. However, a reflection on uptake and 

a minimum strategy is needed for all projects. 
This may include answering basic questions 
such as: how can my results (now or in the 
future) become even more relevant for society? 
Who are the end-users, how could my results 
benefit (or disadvantage) them (and am I sure 
about what they actually need)? Which stake- 
holders can help or hamper this process? How  
can my project increase the likelihood of the 
results having a positive impact? What actions  
can we take? When can I consider my actions 
to be successful? 
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U
pt

ak
e 

st
ra

te
gy

02



Uptake strategies 
are an art, not  
a science: 
there is no single 
best way to 
promote uptake  
in every project



Uptake orientation of projects as the new normal
The increased importance of an uptake orientation in HE projects is not 
new, nor is it limited to organisations promoting academic cooperation for 
development such as VLIRUOS (others include ERASMUS+, NWO, DFID). 
The complex challenges that our societies are facing require collaboration/
co-creation between different stakeholders. Generally, demand for impact 
is growing (in the public sector) and the HE sector is also looking for ways 
to go beyond the purely quantitative assessment performance.  
In pursuing this ambition, VLIRUOS supported projects are required to 
formulate an uptake strategy based on a context-specific reflection/anal-
ysis to enable the uptake of their results, in which the attention for the 
strengthening of the science society interface should also be seen as trans-
versal. This is needed to strengthen the contribution of VLIRUOS supported 
projects to actual, real-world change. Moreover, there may even be specific 
VLIRUOS supported projects specifically focusing on system level (strength-
ening the science-society interface).

Who is responsible for the uptake strategy?
Most VLIRUOS supported projects are led by two promoters, one from a 
Flemish HEI and one from a partner HEI. As all of our projects require, to 
a varying degree, creating the conditions for uptake, defining and imple-
menting the uptake strategy should be a joint responsibility. Promoters 
need to reflect on appropriate strategies and steer their project and their 
staff towards successfully creating these conditions. In the practical imple-
mentation of the uptake strategy, the project promoter of the partner HEI 
is expected to take the lead.

The mechanisms for creating the conditions for uptake presented 
in this brochure can be adopted by VLIRUOS projects with variable 
degrees of ambition. They are not intended as a simple how-to 
guide, but rather as a set of recipes one might choose from, 
depending on context, maturity, ambitions and other factors 
defining your project.
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Integration of uptake strategy in project cycle
Uptake needs to be part of every step in the project cycle (programming). 
Implementing a project and holding a one-off dissemination workshop at 
the end of a project is not sufficient. 

A project needs to integrate reflections about uptake at the time of the 
project formulation and identify actions to create the conditions for uptake 
(uptake strategy). 

In the selection phase, the suggested strategy should be assessed (appro-
priate uptake strategy). 

In the implementation phase, projects need to continuously pay attention 
to uptake, implement the planned actions, and look for opportunities to 
further strengthen the conditions for uptake (e.g. through stakeholder 
engagement new opportunities may arise). 

When closing a project (or when formulating a follow-up project), projects 
need to think about ways to take the next step and valorise their results 
in society (by the partners or stakeholders involved). When evaluating 
projects, looking at the uptake dimension of projects will always be an 
important focus.

FORMULATION

PROGRAMMING
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Uptake and Theory of Change (ToC)
The uptake orientation should also be incorporated in the design of the 
project, and more specifically, in its Theory of Change (ToC) or project 
strategy. The main benefit of ToC comes from making implicit assumptions 
about the change process and its anticipated impact, explicit. 

As such, developing an uptake strategy, allows projects to make explicit 
how one thinks a project can go from producing knowledge, applications or 
services, to making an actual societal impact.

SELECTION

IMPLEMENTATION

EVALUATING
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Some key uptake questions in the results’ chain

INPUT

ACTIVITIES

OUTCOMES

OUTPUTS

IMPACT

What budget is needed and who needs to be involved to realize our 
uptake strategy?

What activities do we need to plan to create the conditions for uptake? 
E.g. related to stakeholder engagement, communication, etc.

What deliverables are needed to create the conditions for uptake?

What changes does the project need to realise? E.g. changes in 
access to knowledge, capacities to use or transfer knowledge, etc.

Who are the end-users / ultimate beneficiaries of my project? What is 
the change we want to see at the level of ultimate beneficiaries after 
the end of the project?

Creating the conditions for uptake14
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VLIRUOS identifies a number of elements to consider when you want to 
start a project, and four main mechanisms to successfully create the condi-
tions for uptake. These preconditions (if met) and mechanisms (if used) will 
increase the likelihood of a successful uptake, and ultimately: impact.

These mechanisms (and “getting started”) are summarized in the diagram 
below and described in more detail in the following sections.

Getting
started

Uptake Societal impact

Creating the conditions for uptake16



Getting started
•	 Knowing the context, the broader 

system �and structural barriers
•	 Relevance & policy priority
•	 Knowing stakeholders, potential bene-

ficiaries �and/or intermediaries
•	 Partnership

Knowledge communication
•	 Targeted & accessible

Stakeholder engagement
•	 Needs-orientation & participation
•	 Collaboration with end-users
•	 Frequency of interaction, trust and  

�mutual respect

Capacity building
•	 Capacities for uptake of knowledge 

producers
•	 Capacities for uptake of knowledge 

users and intermediaries

Impact oriented planning  
& monitoring
•	 Planning for uptake
•	 Monitoring for uptake
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Getting started
VLIRUOS identifies a number of elements every project needs to take into account 
when getting started. These are preconditions that, when met, are conducive to 
realising successful uptake.

Knowing the context, the broader system and struc-
tural barriers
Projects need to have a good understanding of the broader system/context in which they 
operate. It is essential not only to understand the broader context of the policy sector 
but also to identify structural barriers for stakeholders (in uptake) which can, for exam-
ple, take the form of dominant production regimes, imbalanced power relations, capacity 
constraints on the side of the relevant stakeholders or existing conflicts between impor-
tant stakeholders in the sector. 

1

•	 Conducting a context analysis identifying barriers and constraints and options to 
respond accordingly as well as opportunities where a project is most feasible and 
likely to promote innovation. This goes well beyond the academic context and 
includes the local developmental context.

•	 When local partner institutions have a sense of (co-) ownership of the initiatives 
for the project.

•	 Being able to rely on a preceding cooperation, taking into account lessons 
learned and (potential) hindering and success factors for uptake.

Following-up on a predecessor project

In the project ‘Enhancing community-based natural resources and hazard 
management in Rwenzori Mountains’ in Uganda, the needs of the beneficiaries 
(local authorities and population in hazard-affected areas) to systematically record 
information about natural hazards in order to inform disaster risk management 
had been identified in the predecessor TEAM project (Afrislide). These findings 
and the SI project’s strategy to address this need were presented to and validated 
with local authorities and CSOs during a dissemination meeting at the end of the 
predecessor project.

Success 
factors

Good practice
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Relevance & Policy priorities
Projects which showcase a high degree of alignment/correspondence between the 
targeted actors’ capacities and needs and the generated knowledge, technologies, 
services etc. tend to be more successful in creating the conditions for uptake.

2

•	 The project addresses highly relevant needs.

•	 The research addresses political priorities and the team uses the “politicisation” 
of the problem to reach out to relevant stakeholders.

•	 End-users capacity to absorb (technical) knowledge is taken into account when 
they are being identified (at the proposal stage).

Sexual education in primary schools

The relevance of the sexual education project stems from the fact that preva-
lence of sexually transmitted diseases (STDs) and teen pregnancies in Uganda is 
high. The high share of teenage girls dropping out of school due to pregnancies 
and Uganda’s high population growth constitute significant challenges for the 
country’s development. In addition, many young girls miss school during their 
menstruation because of a lack of information about body changes, or lack of 
access to sanitary pads. Moreover, as body changes are not addressed by parents 
or schools, many young girls feel ill-equipped to react to advances from the oppo-
site sex. Sexual education for adolescents, for which the project developed and 
tested a curriculum, addresses all these challenges. 

Success 
factors

Good practice
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Knowing stakeholders, potential beneficiaries and/or 
intermediaries
Already having a good understanding of stakeholders, potential beneficiaries, end-users 
and/or intermediaries helps projects create the conditions for uptake. It allows projects 
to identify actual needs, capacities, power relationships, etc. which can be taken into 
account when designing the project. 

3

Bringing people ‘on board’ to address a sensitive issue

A sexual education project in Uganda carefully considered the sensitivity of 
providing sexual education to adolescents in the Ugandan context (as evidenced 
by, among other things, a moratorium on the government curriculum for sexual 
education in schools). To address this, the project established an advisory board 
involving the Ministry of Health, the Ministry of Education as well as religious 
leaders and other community representatives (e.g. teachers and parents) to open 
doors for the activities through an elaborate vetting process of survey questions 
and curriculum contents.

Good practice

Success 
factors

•	 Intermediaries (e.g. extension offices), that consider users’ demand for new 
knowledge and their capacities to use such knowledge.

•	 Identify end-users early on (i.e. at the proposal stage) and plan for targeted 
dissemination activities and/or products.

Creating the conditions for uptake20



Partnership
Pre-existing and strong partnerships are a success factor for uptake, in particular for 
projects with a short timeframe. These may result from previous/predecessor projects, 
structural factors or through collaboration with intermediaries.

4

•	 Make use of existing and already established partnerships as they provide 
fertile ground for successful uptake and/or build strong relationships early on 
rather than relying on personal and financial resources for dissemination at the 
final stage of the project.

•	 Know your end-users in order to draw in the right organisational structures, 
consider users’ demand for new knowledge and their capacities to use such 
knowledge, and reach out to intermediaries to access governmental actors and 
local communities.

•	 If possible, draw on organisational and logistical support from the university 
for project management and establish knowledge management structures, e.g. 
with regard to the implementation of VLIRUOS funded projects.

Valorising strong relations to stakeholders and strong  
organisational linkages for uptake

A Cuban project on “cleaner production” succeeded by integrating research directly 
into the corporate sector. By requiring Master’s students to remain part-time 
employees, and by focusing on challenges prioritized by their companies (identi-
fied in a “problem inventory”, the project led to concrete production adaptations in 
sectors like coffee, cement, and oil. These changes resulted in significant resource 
savings (water, energy) and reduced environmental contamination. Key success 
factors included: 

•	 Integrated Research: Students solved real-world company problems, ensuring 
results were immediately relevant and practical.

•	 Stakeholder Buy-in: Findings were vetted by both universities and company 
decision-makers, fostering a strong commitment to implementation.

•	 Institutional Framework: The project leveraged the existing culture of Cuban 
universities being closely tied to public enterprises, where only working profes-
sionals can apply for Master’s degrees.

•	 Continuity: Success was bolstered by building on relationships established 
during previous projects.

Success 
factors

Good practice
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Knowledge communication
An imperative mechanism to create the conditions for uptake is related to knowledge 
communication. Knowledge communication is central to enhancing the availability, 
relevance and accessibility of research. 

Translating the results of HEIs to society is a two-sided process. It involves under-
standing the audience, prioritising and targeting messages, using appropriate means 
for communication and using feedback to adapt and uptake design and strategies. 
Knowledge communication goes beyond one-directional ‘dissemination’ of research 
findings. It is about engagement and knowledge exchange, brokering, etc. It encom-
passes a spectrum of knowledge communication activities1. 

Knowledge communication is not something done at the end of a project, but needs to 
play an important role throughout the project (engaging stakeholders, raising interest, 
etc). Although knowledge communication is intended as a broader term, it is often 
used interchangeably with science communication or research communication (cf. 
VLIRUOS publication “Research: how do you get it out there?”).

Knowledge communication: targeted & accessible
With regard to knowledge communication, projects need to reflect on the role their 
project can play considering the nature/type of knowledge 

Next, a helpful framework is presented to reflect on the different types of knowledge 
roles a project can play. This may change throughout the project (and will be different for 
new or existing partnerships), depending on the level of ambition and available budgets.

1

1. Adapted from Shaxson, L., A. Bielak et al. 2012. Expanding our understanding of K* (KT, KE, KTT, KMb, 
KM, KM etc). Concept paper emerging from the K* conference, April 2012. Hamilton, Ontario: UNU-INWEH 

•	 Carefully identify target groups: who will be crucial in realising uptake (can be 
end-users, intermediary organisations, governments, private companies, etc.).

•	 Reflect on the capacity of your target group(s) to take up new knowledge and 
adapt dissemination activities and products accordingly.

•	 Develop a communication strategy.

•	 Use dissemination activities and products hand-in-hand / complementary to 
each other. If possible, address one user group through several channels.

Success 
factors
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Information intermediary

Knowledge broker

Knowledge translator

Innovation broker

ROLE
Making information available:  
putting research results into the public 
domain.

ROLE
Actively engaging in policy and  
practice debates by taking part in  
meetings, matchmaking, convening  
and networking.

ROLE
Translating research evidence for 
non-specialist audiences via seminars, 
policy briefs, manuals, posters, demon-
strations, etc.

ROLE
Influencing the wider context to 
reduce transaction costs and enable 
innovation: build local capacity, change 
incentive structures to use research.

OBJECTIVE
Enabling access to information from 
multiple sources and informing, 
aggregating, compiling and signalling 
information.

OBJECTIVE
Improving knowledge use in decision- 
making and engaging in bridging, match-
ing, connecting, convening, linking, bound-
ary spanning, networking and facilitating.

OBJECTIVE
Helping make sense of and applying 
information and engaging in dissemi-
nating, translating and communicating 
knowledge and ideas.

OBJECTIVE
Changing contexts to enable innovation 
and engaging in negotiation, building, 
collaborating and managing relation-
ships and processes.
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Using networking skills and a comprehensive approach to 
dissemination to create the conditions for uptake

In the community-based hazard management project, the participation of 
the project’s local promoter (at level of the partner institute) in conferences 
and further networking activities came to establish important contacts with 
national authorities such as the Office of the Prime Minister and the National 
Environment Management Authority (NEMA). This in turn was an enabling factor 
for research uptake at the national level. Data collected by the project was fed 
into the national report on the state of the environment produced by NEMA.

An innovative and comprehensive approach to dissemination research results 
was furthermore applied by the community-based hazard management project: 
the project involved volunteers to collect data in remote areas and send them 
to a centralised level (MMU GIS lab established by the project) through smart-
phones. In addition, sensitization was pursued through local radio talk shows, 
policy briefs, posters in the local language and a board game to engage officials 
through active simulation. The involvement of district environmental officers in 
dissemination meetings and other activities (e.g. board game, breakfast meet-
ings) sensitized the local government to research results – an enabling factor for 
research uptake.

Boosting Global Seafood Markets through Brine Shrimp

By introducing new farming techniques in Vietnam, local production skyrocketed, 
and the quality of Vietnamese Artemia eggs (cysts) became recognized as the 
best in the world. Artemia (brine shrimp) are tiny crustaceans used as a “super-
food” for farmed fish and shrimp larvae. This breakthrough was a catalyst for the 
entire national seafood industry, helping increase aquaculture income from a 
few hundred thousand dollars to seven billion dollars per year. As a result, local 
poverty in the production regions dropped from 26.9% to 12.5%. Researchers 
moved beyond the laboratory to organize hands-on workshops that persuaded 
farmers to adopt these new cultivation methods. To ensure the success was 
sustainable, the university established a dedicated telephone hotline (or helpline) 
for technical support and trained extension officers—specialized advisors who 
stay in the field to provide continuous, real-time information to local farmers.

Good practice

Good practice
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Community Outreach via Radio

Research on forages and nitrogen fixation in Uganda contributed to increased 
milk production and higher household incomes for smallholder dairy farmers 
in the Rwenzori region. Specifically, the adoption of improved forage varieties 
developed through the project helped stabilize milk yields during the dry season, 
moving farmers from subsistence toward more commercialized dairy farming. The 
university established a community outreach bridge via the radio. Faculty used 
weekly airtime to translate complex PhD research findings into practical advice 
for farmers. Additionally, the university partnered with local farmer networks and 
established the Kyembogo Dairy Innovation Centre to provide hands-on training 
and extension services that supported the long-term adoption of these agricultural 
innovations.

Malaria Policy Overhaul

The use of ineffective and toxic insecticides for malaria control in Ethiopia was 
stopped, shifting the government’s strategy toward more effective alternatives. 
Researchers translated scientific findings on mosquito resistance into policy briefs 
and held direct meetings with the Ministry of Health. This bridged the gap between 
epidemiological research and national health policy.

Good practice

Good practice



Needs orientation and participation
Through stakeholder engagement, successful projects keep a continuous needs orienta-
tion and involve stakeholders in the research process. Rather than conducting a single, 
non-recurring needs assessment, continuous and sincere needs orientation should be 
aimed at through various mechanisms of collaboration.

Stakeholder engagement
Another crucial mechanism for creating the conditions for uptake is engaging with stake- 
holders, right from the start of a project (or better yet: before the start). This means 
investing in building relationships with relevant stakeholders before, during and after 
the project. 

This stakeholder engagement is key to enhancing the uptake of results. The process starts 
with mapping out and identification of key stakeholders. Stakeholders may include local 
communities, private sector, (local) government, civil society organisations, NGOs, etc. 

When identifying stakeholders, general terms should be avoided (e.g. not “government” 
but specific government department). The stakeholders may be users of the research 
and those who can help/hamper your uptake strategy (e.g. extension office). The 
mapping should be followed by (further) seeking alignment to stakeholder needs, mutual 
agreement on engagement strategies and jointly (re)defining desired social change 
processes. Stakeholder engagement should be a continuous and active process. 

VLIRUOS identifies various mechanisms to engage with stakeholders:

1

•	 Establish an advisory board whose members are carefully selected, and which 
is truly integrated into the research process through regular exchanges (e.g. on 
intermediary research results, research design, approaching communities etc.) 
to ensure continuous and ‘applied’ needs orientation.

•	 Using participatory (research) methods. Participatory research increases 
ownership for research results. This requires that research results are shared 
with participants in an appropriate way. Participatory research can further be 
combined with trainings and contributes to their effectiveness.

•	 Conducting a baseline analysis on knowledge/attitudes/behaviours of the bene-
ficiaries in order to target curricula/trainings for end-users accordingly.

•	 Training of intermediaries (e.g. health workers) and end-users (e.g. local farm-
ers), if possible, applying “hands-on” teaching and exercising (e.g. pilot scale 
demonstrations, on-site training, participatory research).

•	 Integration of local partner institutions – companies, community-based orga- 
nisations, local cooperatives, local authorities (e.g. national parc management), 
etc. – into the research process, when formulating the research questions, 
through participatory or action research, or as members of an advisory board 
(cf. transdisciplinary research).

Success 
factors

Creating the conditions for uptake26



Advisory boards

Due to the sensitivity of providing sex education to adolescents in the Ugandan 
context, the respective project established an advisory board involving the Ministry 
of Health, the Ministry of Education as well as religious leaders and other commu-
nity representatives. The project’s relative success, however, did not result from 
the mere existence of an advisory board, but from the fact that the project team 
had: a) carefully considered who they would invite to join the board, who was 
progressive enough to share the ideas of the project, but not so progressive that 
s/he would not be heard in the Ugandan society; and b) because the project team 
conducted frequent and intensive exchanges with the advisory board (so it was 
more than a formal reception at the beginning and end of the project).

Involving end-users in the development of research outputs

The elderly care project’s main output was a list of indicators on gender main-
streaming in ageing and elderly care, which is adjusted to the Cuban context and 
specialised into caregiver guidance in formal and informal elderly care. The project 
worked closely with the intended users of the indicators, mainly NGOs and CSOs 
(e.g. ‘Cátedra del adulto mayor’ at Universidad de la Habana (UH)). They participated 
in three workshops to discuss and adapt the list of indicators. The joint formulation 
and adaptation of the list of indicators in participatory research workshops with 
all stakeholders was the project’s main dissemination strategy. It also successfully 
created ownership and a platform for uptake, and thus constitutes an important 
success factor for uptake (i.e. application of the list by the NGOs/CSOs). The list was 
shared with all stakeholders who had participated in the workshops, and online 
via the project team’s Facebook page. The fact that the project was implemented 
together with the stakeholders led to immediate effects among those stakeholders 
through awareness and acknowledgement of the importance and relevance of what 
they were doing. It was reported that all actors involved have appropriated the 
contents and are aware of the indicators of gender mainstreaming in elderly care.

Good practice

Good practice
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2 Collaboration with end-users
The right “modes of interaction” during the project can strengthen the collaboration with 
end-users.

Turning end-users into researchers 

In the cleaner production project, end-users, i.e. employees of Cuban companies, 
did research on cleaner production. More specifically, their Masters research 
targeted problems that were often prioritised by their companies. Ownership 
and applicability of the research results is, therefore, high, which results in scien-
tific solutions largely being implemented by companies.

•	 Involve end-users as much as possible via direct relations/interaction and when 
working with intermediaries, i.e., individuals or organisations external to the 
project that support a transfer of knowledge between users and producers of 
knowledge, this is also to be taken into account This is most effective if there is 
complementary direct contact between the producers and users of knowledge.

•	 Meetings or workshops with stakeholders in which final / preliminary research 
results are presented and discussed; or jointly developed.

•	 Training of intermediaries (e.g. health workers) and end-users (e.g. local farm-
ers), if possible, applying “hands-on” teaching and exercising (e.g. pilot scale 
demonstrations, on-site training, participatory research).

•	 Integration of local partner institutions – companies, community-based organ-
isations, local cooperatives, local authorities (e.g. national park management), 
etc. – into the research process, when formulating the research questions, 
through participatory or action research, or as members of an advisory board 
(cf. transdisciplinary research).

Good practice

Success 
factors
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Lacking direct interaction with users

The biofuels project studied the research problems associated with the use 
of emulsions and/or microemulsions where a vegetable oil is the oil phase. It 
involved representatives of companies, most importantly the experimental 
station ‘Indio Hatuey’ as one of the two national oil refineries. Research, however, 
was mostly done in the academic environment (labs or diesel engine bench), on 
the basis of the inputs (primary material) provided by the experimental stations. 
The latter are – in a way – the link between the project team and the end-users 
who use the blend of biofuel in their machinery. However, no specific activities 
were undertaken to actively reach out to them. Consequently, uptake of the 
research results is limited to date. 

Lesson learned

Creating the conditions for uptake 29



•	 Exchange frequently; share and discuss intermediate results instead of only 
final results.

•	 Make use of local contacts and/or long-term collaboration to overcome scepti-
cism towards researchers.

•	 Select collaboration partners purposefully and base their choice on the decision 
upon the intended users of the project’s outputs.

•	 Build long-term relationships with stakeholders and users, from the early imple-
mentation phase to dissemination.

Valorising trust for uptake

When drafting the proposal for the CHW project, community health workers (CHWs) 
were identified as end-users and main stakeholders in the project. As volunteers, 
CHWs offer basic health care in the villages and are an important provider of health-
care for rural communities in Limpopo province. They were also identified by the 
promoters as sources of trust: building on these existing structures (i.e. training the 
CHWs, establishing mechanisms for peer-to-peer learning and exchange) has been 
found to be a major success factor for the uptake of knowledge on non-communica-
ble diseases (NCDs) by villagers and its transfer to other villages.

Advanced Biomedical Diagnostics

The medical assistance in 25 hospitals across Eastern Cuba has been significantly 
upgraded by deploying advanced biomedical technologies. It improved diagnos-
tic accuracy, management and transmission of 3D medical images (X-Ray, NMR, 
Tomography) and the overall quality of life for patients. The initiative trained 441 
specialists and generated a revenue of 3.1 million pesos. The uptake strategy 
was built on co-creation through university-linked enterprises. This facilitated the 
transfer of academic research into standardized medical services and products 
that could be commercialized and sustained through official health ministry 
channels. The co-creation between university researchers and medical staff 
ensured that software development met the diagnostic needs of the Eastern 
Cuban hospital system while utilizing free open-source software to ensure 
accessibility.

Success 
factors

Good practice

Good practice

Frequency of interaction, trust and mutual respect
Stakeholders should not only be involved/informed at the end and/or beginning of a 
project. Regular interactions and mutual trust have been identified as key factors for 
realising uptake. 

3
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Digital Accountability for Water Security

The transparency and gender-sensitivity of local water management in Tanzania 
is improved. By designing a mobile-based community monitoring system, rural 
citizens can now report water pump failures and water quality issues in real-time. 
This led to faster repair times and more accountable service delivery by the Rural 
Water Supply Agency. The project employed an “Action Research” approach, 
involving local communities from the very beginning to identify water challenges 
and indigenous knowledge on water treatment. This created a “Community of 
Practice” where researchers, village duty bearers, and technical agencies worked 
together to ensure the digital tools were integrated into the agency’s standard 
operating procedures.

National Water Management through Digital Innovation

In Cuba, national water monitoring was transformed by rehabilitating hydro-
metric stations and developing a package of improved software and digital 
procedures. These are now used nationwide to manage water distribution more 
efficiently for both industries and the general population. University professors 
worked directly with provincial water companies to co-design and implement 
the ICT tools, ensuring the technology was immediately commercialized and 
supported by official state contracts.

Good practice

Good practice
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Capacity building
Uptake capacities of knowledge producers (and partly also intermediaries) includes 
being able to demonstrate the relevance of knowledge, making knowledge applicable 
and usable, networking (e.g. positioning oneself in an intermediary position), and 
increasing capacities to include new/various perspectives in the knowledge generation 
process. Uptake capacities of users includes the knowledge, skills, time and attitudes 
needed to understand and use research information. Strengthening the uptake capac-
ities of producers, intermediaries and users needs to be seen as a process throughout 
the project (rather than simply organising an isolated workshop).

Capacities for uptake of knowledge producers
With regard to the capacities for uptake of knowledge producers, evidence indicates 
uptake is facilitated when:

Capacities for uptake of knowledge users and 
intermediaries
With regard to the capacities for uptake of knowledge producers, evidence indicates 
uptake is facilitated when: 

1

2

•	 Researchers/HE staff are sensitised and receive guidance on how to integrate 
uptake into the research process.

•	 Researchers/HE staff have/acquire (soft) skills in storytelling, networking, 
communication, stakeholder engagement, translating research results, etc.

•	 Users and/or intermediaries receive training/guidance on how to use projects’ 
specific research results (or more broadly: general skills for evidence use).

Success 
factors

Success 
factors
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Lacking capacities for a wider roll-out of the project’s approach

The small-scale fish farmers’ project focused on conducting training for fish farm-
ers, comprising the ‘Enabling Rural Innovation’ (ERI) approach. In addition, the farm-
ers themselves were invited to participate in data collection for market research. 
Linkages with District Fisheries Offices and fish-farmer platforms were established 
to access beneficiaries and mobilize them to participate in project activities. With 
regard to uptake, interviewed farmers reported that they had adopted practices on 
which they had been trained. These include conducting market research, keeping 
records, and calculating profits and losses. Moreover, this creates conditions for a 
broader use of the project’s approach as local authorities are convinced of its worth. 
However, a wider uptake did not occur due to a lack of mandate and capacities at 
the local authorities to implement/roll-out the approach. This as well as personnel 
turnover at the local authorities were a hindering factor.

Lesson learned

Family Medicine Integration

Family medicine was successfully integrated into the regular medical programme 
in Vietnam. The Family Medicine Centre  now plays a vital role in national primary 
health care policy development. The project focused on “uptake of research-
based learning” by teaching staff and established the university’s first ethical 
commission to closely examine research protocols. Reputation was built through 
constant consultation and participation in Ministry of Health workshops, leading 
to strong external policy influence.

Technology Park and Banana Research

Smallholder farmers in Tanzania tripled their banana yields with support from 
a major Banana Research Centre that manages the entire value chain from 
agronomy to packaging. Capacity building focused on establishing an Incubation 
Centre, a Technology Transfer Office, and a Commercialization Office. These 
institutional structures and dedicated staff roles enable the systematic transfer of 
technology and innovations to industry and local farmers.

Massive Open Online Course for Water Utility Operators

The water sector in Ecuador is professionalised by training operators from both 
private and public water companies across the country. The high-quality technical 
training leads to more efficient water treatment plant operations and improved 
compliance with national water quality standards. The project utilized training 
models specifically designed for working professionals. By co-developing the 
training content with industrial partners and local government agencies, the 
curriculum addressed the practical, real-world skill gaps of utility managers 
and operators. This “demand-based” research and training approach fostered a 
permanent link between the university network and the public utility sector.

Good practice

Good practice

Good practice
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Impact oriented planning & monitoring
As mentioned earlier, VLIRUOS projects are expected to integrate in research both the 
planning and monitoring of the project. This is part of the impact-oriented planning 
and monitoring approach proposed by VLIRUOS.

Planning for uptake
VLIRUOS proposes a Theory of Change (ToC) approach, outlined in its formulation guidelines. 
At the heart of these guidelines are various elements already mentioned in this document: 
the identification of long-term desired impact, stakeholder management, context analysis, 
etc. The formulation guidelines also invite projects to develop a “Theory of Change” in which 
the envisioned change process is mapped out, actors and factors influencing the change 
process are identified, and implicit assumptions and hypotheses are made explicit. This 
approach in general helps projects in developing a sound, impact-oriented, project strategy. 
It motivates projects to ask the right questions: How do I think change will happen? How 
will actor x adopt the knowledge produced by our research? Does the actor have the right 
access? Capacities? Resources? Incentives? etc. 

Further details are mentioned in the formulation guidelines of VLIRUOS explaining the 
VLIRUOS ToC process (cf. see figure below: VLIRUOS Theory of Change approach).
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Monitoring for uptake
During implementation, VLIRUOS projects are invited to regularly monitor their progress 
and revisit their ToC, if required, on the basis of lessons learned (Is the project still on 
the right track?). As such, the ToC (and the underlying uptake strategy) can be used as 
dynamic tools for learning and steering the project. 

Data gathering on indicators for uptake and impact of research is important and should 
be included to properly monitor progress. Furthermore, VLIRUOS projects report on an 
annual basis on their progress in an Annual Progress Report, which also includes report-
ing on creating the conditions for uptake (and associated indicators).

2

National Digitalisation Policy

The Ministry of Higher Education of Cuba used the project’s “Recommendations and 
Strategy for Open Science” to develop a national digitalisation policy for all Cuban 
universities. University experts were subsequently appointed to national commis-
sions. The project planned for impact by aligning with the government’s high-level 
“Digitalisation for development” priority. It established a “replicable and transpar-
ent model of research” that was linked to the industry from the beginning to ensure 
the commercialization of software and ICT services.

Good practice
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