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These challenges are complex and systemic, 
rooted in the actions and interactions of diverse yet interconnected, 
interdependent stakeholders. The solutions require these stake -
holders to change the way they operate. Top -down, controlled, 
linear approaches do not wor k, because no single individual or 
organization has sufficient knowledge, resources, or author it y 
over others in the system. Instead, the answers emerge as many 
different actors exper iment, learn, and adapt within parameters 
that are always changing as a result of one another ’s effor ts. Over 
time, they develop new technologies, produc ts, ser vices, business 
models, public ser vice deliver y models, polic y and regulator y 
innovations, voluntar y standards, and cultural norms and behaviors 
that together deliver new results. System leadership can help  
align these effor ts to accelerate progress and achieve more 
sustainable and inclusive growth. 

THE DIMENSIONS OF SYSTEM LEADERSHIP 
System leadership starts with the individual leader, but has individual, 
institutional, and interactive dimensions:3 

• Individual system leaders play key roles within and beyond 
their own organizations in ways that benefit both those 
organizations and the broader systems in which they operate.  
They engage and inspire others, serve as champions of change, 
and provide and mobilize support for interactive leadership 
structures. They often have to take risks and cooperate with non-
traditional partners in order to challenge the status quo.

• Institutional system leaders are organizations that pursue their 
own interests in ways that intentionally contribute to the health of 
the systems in which they operate. They can advance systemic 
change through unilateral efforts to innovate and influence  
others, project-based partnerships that leverage diverse  
resources and capabilities, and broader networks that amplify  
voices, align efforts and facilitate collaboration among many 
organizations.4  In order to make these strategies effective, internal 
organizational change and capacity building are often required.

• Interactive system leadership comes from a special type of 
organization that mobilizes, supports, aligns and coordinates 
the efforts of individuals and organizations across the system 
to accelerate and scale progress. Commonly called backbone 
organizations, multi-stakeholder initiatives, cross-sector coalitions  
or partnership platforms, these interactive structures identify and 
engage relevant stakeholders, bring them together and build trust 
across traditional boundaries, uncover and promote opportunities 
for collaboration, secure resources for collaborative work, and 
facilitate mutual evaluation, learning and accountability. 
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The World Economic Forum’s NVA initiative is one example of 
individual, institutional and interactive system leadership in 
practice, and a rich source of insight for those seeking to exercise it. 
The initiative aims to transform agricultural systems to improve food 
security, environmental sustainability, and economic opportunity.  
It does so through a combination of market-based approaches 
and policy innovations targeted at specific agricultural value 
chains and locations, and delivered through collaboration among 
governments, companies, farmers’ associations, and civil society 
organizations. Since it was established in 2010, the NVA has 
engaged more than 1,400 individual leaders in these sectors, 
including senior level champions, operational practitioners, 
technical experts and thought leaders. Over 500 institutions have 

been engaged. They are working through a variety of country-
led collaborative initiatives, currently underway in 19 countries, 
supported by two regional secretariats—Grow Africa and Grow 
Asia—and a global network. The NVA is at an early stage in what 
will be a long-term process of mobilizing, supporting, aligning and 
coordinating the many actors needed to drive systemic change. 
Nevertheless, it demonstrates how the different dimensions of 
system leadership can come together to create momentum for 
such change, especially through country-led and locally-driven 
initiatives, which are the driving force for action and investment on 
the ground.5 Examples of how the three key roles of system leaders 
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ROLE 1. CULTIVATE A SHARED VISION FOR CHANGE

Lesson 1. Understand the system Lesson 2. Identify and engage key 
stakeholders

Lesson 3. Facilitate co-creation

To better understand key dimensions of global 
and national food systems, participants in 
the NVA network have undertaken research 
and analysis to map the system and identify 
and clarify issues, and have invested time to 
reflect on their own experiences and better 
understand the perspectives of other key 
players in the system. In Tanzania, for example, 
a cross-sector group worked together to 
undertake research, modeling, consultation 
and dialogue in developing a comprehensive 
investment blueprint that supported the 
creation of the Southern Agricultural Growth 
Corridor of Tanzania (SAGCOT) Centre.

NVA participants have invested heavily 
in building and managing relationships 
to drive system change. They have 
focused on identifying and engaging 
key changemakers, especially influential 
champions and leaders from traditionally 
under-represented groups, such as women 
and farmers, with special attention paid to 
activating and supporting key stakeholders 
at the national and operational levels.  
In the Philippines, for example, building 
on existing networks, corporate CEOs 
and farmer leaders stepped forward to 
volunteer to lead specific working groups. 

Key stakeholders cannot just hear a message 
developed by others—they have to 
experience and own it, and develop trust in 
each other to implement. The NVA network 
has facilitated the co-creation of both an 
over-arching global vision and context-
specific goals and plans for implementation 
by convening stakeholders regularly: first, 
in high-level events to develop and sustain 
top leadership support, and second, in 
practitioner forums to co-create solutions for 
specific projects. These processes have been 
designed to tap into and transform diverse 
ideas into action plans. 

ROLE 2. EMPOWER WIDESPREAD INNOVATION AND ACTION

Lesson 1. Align incentives within and 
across organizations

Lesson 2. Strengthen individual and 
institutional capacities

Lesson 3. Mobilize financial resources

Incentives need to be aligned to encourage 
many different stakeholders to act and interact 
differently, both within and beyond their own 
organizations, usually through reducing cost and 
risk and/or increasing expected reward and 
opportunity. To do this, participants in the NVA 
network have combined ambitious strategic 
goals with concrete performance targets within 
their own organizations, and formed a variety of 
partnerships to align risks and benefits 
externally. The Public-Private Partnership for 
Integrated Agriculture Development in the 
Indian state of Maharashtra and the Partnership 
for Sustainable Agriculture in Vietnam are two 
examples of formal multi-stakeholder 
partnership platforms that have been created to 
align incentives and mobilize resources targeted 
at specific commodity value chains.  

Once stakeholders have the incentive 
to act and interact differently, they need 
the capacity, ranging from technical 
and managerial skills to those needed 
to work in partnership. NVA participants 
have invested internally in their own 
organizations to strengthen individual 
skills and institutional capabilities, and 
facilitated knowledge exchange and 
learning across the system. Examples 
include the Transformation Leaders 
Network, which connects more than 150 
individuals playing system leadership 
roles in some 30 countries, and the 
development of a practitioner-focused 
Country Partnership Guide, which 
distills lessons on building country-led 
collaborative initiatives. 

Different types, tenures and combinations 
of financial resources, from commercial 
equity and debt to public funding and 
philanthropic grants, are needed to fund 
innovation in new products, technologies, 
business models and collaborative 
initiatives. Participants in the NVA network 
have convened diverse stakeholders to 
identify financing needs and opportunities, 
and to develop and use blended financing 
mechanisms. Grow Africa, for example, has 




