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The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) of the ‘2030 Agenda’ are defined by a multitude of 

targets, which is a clear indication of the complexities involved in achieving sustainable 

development. While sustainability in itself is multi-faceted, many of the targets are interrelated 

and can often not be tackled independently from one another. Nevertheless, many research for 

development initiatives are sector or discipline focused, and often do not reckon with possibly 

conflicting interests at the level of targeted communities. Consequently, impact remains limited 

or not scalable. 

This paper argues that research for development targeting impact towards achieving the SDGs 

calls for a transdisciplinary and trans-institutional approach. With transdisciplinary, we mean the 

mutual attuning of disciplinary epistemologies and methodologies, and the inclusion of 

development as a discipline; hence, targeted stakeholders as partners at every stage. We present a 

framework that evolved from over two decades of field-based collaborative work, primarily in 

agriculture but with recent applications in the energy poverty and public health fields. Feeding 

into the realms of development and societal change, the framework identifies five research 

phases: diagnostic, basic, applied, adaptive and evaluative, each with shifting roles of the various 

stakeholders. It is particularly the adaptive research phase, involving location-specific adaptation 

of innovations or systems, as well as the design and piloting of local collaborative innovation and 

learning processes, that requires proper design, resourcing and facilitation to enable effective 

development and consequently change leading to real impact on people’s livelihoods. 

By drawing from experiences of multiple collaborative initiatives primarily in Asia and 

supported by a range of funding agencies, we explore what it takes to apply the framework to 

project design and implementation. This includes what is required in terms of getting a 

transdisciplinary team functioning, making funding bodies understand and buy into the processes 

required to operationalise transdisciplinarity, and providing the proper mechanisms for effective 

participatory monitoring and evaluation. Implementation of the framework, and its benefits and 

barriers, is illustrated through a case of a sustainable agricultural research project in Northwest 

Vietnam. The paper concludes with a set of principles required to advance sustainable 

development through effective and inclusive institutions.


