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1 Introduction 

Why are so many digital agricultural platforms launched, yet so few survive? In the wake of a global push 
toward innovation-led development, digital agriculture has become a favoured intervention model for 
improving farmers’ livelihoods and enhancing global food security (Vahdanjoo et al. 2025, Dayıoğlub & 
Turker 2021). Countless tools, apps, and platforms are launched yearly; with AI-driven solutions now 
amplifying both expectations and experimentation, yet a striking number vanish shortly after donor funding 
elapse. For instance, estimates suggest that more than half of digital agriculture apps launched in Sub-
Saharan Africa become inactive within three years (Baskaran-Makanju et al., 2021) and of all the apps 
currently operating on the continent only 15 have exceeded the 1 million registered users mark. In most 
cases, only 15% of registered users are active users, revealing a sobering gap between innovation hype 
and on-the-ground realities (Adewopo et al. 2025). These failures are not merely technical - they expose 
deep structural mismatches between platform design, user needs and capacities, and the broader global 
and national governance and funding models that sustain digital ecosystems (Ngissah et al. 2025, Klerkx 
et al. 2019, Cieslik et al. 2018). The accelerating turn toward AI (Cieslik 2025) may intensify existing tensions 
while also opening new possibilities, raising a critical question: are we witnessing a transformative shift in 
digital agriculture, or the entrenchment of familiar contradictions under a new technological paradigm? 

Building on a growing body of empirical and conceptual scholarship interrogating the persistent ‘fail to scale’ 
dilemma (Abate et al. 2023), this Special Issue critically examines why digital platforms continue to exhibit 
high rates of breakdown, abandonment, and uneven uptake in rural contexts despite persistent claims about 
their transformative potential for agricultural development (Sarku & Ayamga 2025; McCampbell et al. 2022; 
Porciello et al. 2022). We invite interdisciplinary contributions - theoretical, empirical, and methodological - 
that analyse the political, economic, and socio-technical conditions shaping the trajectories of digital platform 
interventions across Global South contexts. Rather than assuming digitalisation as an inherently scalable 
pathway to development, the Special Issue seeks scholarship that interrogates processes of 
experimentation, adaptation, resistance, and failure, and that advances critical perspectives on 
platformisation, agrarian change, and digital development within contemporary rural transformations. 

This Special Issue explores key questions: 

Why do digital agriculture initiatives so often struggle to move beyond donor-funded 
pilot phases, and what does this reveal about the institutional, social, and 
technological conditions required for sustainability and scale? 

How do digital agriculture interventions intersect with wider development challenges 
- including youth futures, gendered inequalities, and contested knowledge 
systems - and with what social and political consequences? 

In what ways do digital agriculture initiatives reshape relations between technology, 
governance, and everyday decision-making, whether through design choices, 
data infrastructures, or institutional adoption? 

How do the normative assumptions embedded in ICT4Agr imaginaries influence the 
ethical, political, and epistemic outcomes of these tools? 

This Special Issue brings together interdisciplinary scholarship at the intersection of development studies, 
science and technology studies, and critical agrarian research, to interrogate the contested role of digital 
tools in transforming smallholder agriculture (Lajoie-O'Malley et al. 2020). By foregrounding the lived 
experiences, knowledge systems, and socio-political contexts of farmers, we move beyond linear models 
of technological diffusion to engage with longstanding debates on state-market relations (Verdonk 2019), 
infrastructural imaginaries, and the politics of innovation (Qureshi 2023, 2022, Runck et al/ 2022, Rotz et al. 
2019). In doing so, the Special Issue revisits and reinvigorates theoretical conversations around agrarian 
change - including the commodification of farming knowledge (Ngo et al. 2022), the reconfiguration of labour 
(McCarrick & Kleine 2019), land relations through platformization (Cieslik & Margócsy 2022), and the role 
of digital infrastructures in shaping new forms of dependency, exclusion, and resistance (Cieslik 2025, 
Carolan 2023, 2020, Heeks 2022). The collection also speaks to emerging critiques of techno-solutionism 
within global development policy, inviting a more reflexive and situated understanding of digital agriculture 
as a deeply political and socio-technical process (Sage 2024, Rothe et al. 2022, Cieslik et al. 2022). 
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Information Technology for Development has long served as a key platform for advancing critical inquiry 
into the role of digital technologies in global development, including sustained engagement with issues of 
inclusion, infrastructure, and innovation in agriculture (Sarku & Ayamga 2025, Jiang et al. 2022, Qureshi 
2022, 2023). Building on this rich body of scholarship, this Special Issue aims to take stock of existing 
debates while pushing the conversation forward - both theoretically and practically - by interrogating the 
evolving dynamics of digital agriculture within broader structures of power, inequality, and agrarian 
transformation.  

2 Deadlines 
All submitted manuscripts will undergo a full double-blind peer review process to ensure academic quality, 
originality, and relevance to the Special Issue’s thematic focus. 

• Paper Submission deadline: October 1st, 2026 

• Notification of review decision: December 15th, 2026 

• Deadline for revised papers: February 1st, 2027 

• Notification of final acceptance: April 12th, 2027 

• Tentative publication date: May - July 2027 

. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Digital Agriculture in Crisis? Platforms, Promises, and Realities 

 

   

 

References 

Abate, G. T., Abay, K. A., Chamberlin, J., Kassim, Y., Spielman, D. J., & Tabe-Ojong, M. P. J. (2023). Digital 
tools and agricultural market transformation in Africa: Why are they not at scale yet, and what will it 
take to get there?. Food Policy, 116, 102439. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.foodpol.2023.102439  

Adewopo, J., McCampbell, M., Mwizerwa, C., & Schut, M. (2025). Beyond the Hype: Ten Lessons from Co-
Creating and Implementing Digital Innovation in a Rwandan Smallholder Banana Farming System. 
Agriculture, 15(2), 119. https://doi.org/10.3390/agriculture15020119  

Baskaran-Makanju, S., Hoo, S., Mitchell, C., Larson, J., Unnikrishnan, S., Vasudevan, S., & Zrikem, Y. 
(2021, July 22). The digital agriculture revolution will take more than innovation. Boston Consulting 
Group. https://www.bcg.com/publications/2021/digital-agriculture-and-development  

Carolan, M. (2020). Automated agrifood futures: Robotics, labor and the distributive politics of digital 
agriculture. The Journal of Peasant Studies, 47(1), 184-207. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/03066150.2019.1584189  

Carolan, M. (2023). Digital agriculture killjoy: Happy objects and cruel quests for the good life. Sociologia 
Ruralis, 63, 37-56. https://doi.org/10.1111/soru.12398  

Cieslik, K. (2025). The Dismal Harvest: The Uneven Landscapes of AI in Agriculture. Transactions of the 
Institute of British Geographers, e70043. https://doi.org/10.1111/tran.70043  

Cieslik, K. J., Leeuwis, C., Dewulf, A. R. P. J., Lie, R., Werners, S. E., Van Wessel, M., ... & Struik, P. C. 
(2018). Addressing socio-ecological development challenges in the digital age: Exploring the potential 
of Environmental Virtual Observatories for Connective Action (EVOCA). NJAS-Wageningen Journal 
of Life Sciences, 86, 2-11. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.njas.2018.07.006  

Cieslik, K., & Margócsy, D. (2022). Datafication, power and control in development: A historical perspective 
on the perils and longevity of data. Progress in Development Studies, 22(4), 352-373. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/14649934221076580  

Cieslik, K., Cecchi, F., Damtew, E. A., Tafesse, S., Struik, P. C., Lemaga, B., & Leeuwis, C. (2021). The 
role of ICT in collective management of public bads: The case of potato late blight in Ethiopia. World 
Development, 140, 105366. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.worlddev.2020.105366  

Cieslik, K., Dewulf, A., & Foggin, J. M. (2022). Investigating project sustainability: technology as a 
development object in a community-based project in Naryn, Kyrgyzstan. Oxford Development 
Studies, 50(4), 289-306. https://doi.org/10.1080/13600818.2022.2039607  

Dayıoğlu, M. A., & Turker, U. (2021). Digital transformation for sustainable future-agriculture 4.0: A review. 
Journal of Agricultural Sciences, 27(4), 373-399. https://doi.org/10.15832/ankutbd.986431 

Heeks, R. (2022). Digital inequality beyond the digital divide: conceptualizing adverse digital incorporation 
in the global South. Information Technology for Development, 28(4), 688-704. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/02681102.2022.2068492  

Ingram, J., Maye, D., Bailye, C., Barnes, A., Bear, C., Bell, M., ... & Wilson, L. (2022). What are the priority 
research questions for digital agriculture?. Land Use Policy, 114, 105962. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.landusepol.2021.105962  

Jiang, S., Zhou, J., & Qiu, S. (2022). Digital agriculture and urbanization: mechanism and empirical 
research. Technological Forecasting and Social Change, 180, 121724. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.techfore.2022.121724  

Klerkx, L., Jakku, E., & Labarthe, P. (2019). A review of social science on digital agriculture, smart farming 
and agriculture 4.0: New contributions and a future research agenda. NJAS-Wageningen journal of 
life sciences, 90, 100315. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.njas.2019.100315 

Lajoie-O'Malley, A., Bronson, K., van der Burg, S., & Klerkx, L. (2020). The future (s) of digital agriculture 
and sustainable food systems: An analysis of high-level policy documents. Ecosystem Services, 45, 
101183. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecoser.2020.101183  



Information Technology for Development   

 

   

 

McCampbell, M., Schumann, C., & Klerkx, L. (2022). Good intentions in complex realities: Challenges for 
designing responsibly in digital agriculture in low‐income countries. Sociologia Ruralis, 62(2), 279-
304. https://doi.org/10.1111/soru.12359  

McCarrick, H., & Kleine, D. (2019). Digital inclusion, female entrepreneurship, and the production of 
neoliberal subjects-views from Chile and Tanzania. Digital Economies at global margins, 103-128. 
https://doi.org/10.7551/mitpress/10890.003.0014  

Ngissah, E., Leeuwis, C., Cieslik, K., & Freeman, C. (2025). Uberisation of mechanisation: Exploring the 
features and establishment of matchmaker digital tractor-hire platforms in Ghana through the lens of 
actor network theory. NJAS: Impact in Agricultural and Life Sciences, 97(1). 
https://doi.org/10.1080/27685241.2025.2531122  

Ngo, Q. H., Kechadi, T., & Le-Khac, N. A. (2022). Knowledge representation in digital agriculture: A step 
towards standardised model. Computers and Electronics in Agriculture, 199, 107127. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.compag.2022.107127  

Porciello, J., Coggins, S., Mabaya, E., & Otunba-Payne, G. (2022). Digital agriculture services in low-and 
middle-income countries: A systematic scoping review. Global food security, 34, 100640. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.gfs.2022.100640  

Qureshi, S. (2022). Digital transformation at the margins: a battle for the soul of self-sovereignty. Information 
Technology for Development, 28(2), 215-229. https://doi.org/10.1080/02681102.2022.2062291  

Qureshi, S. (2023). Digital transformation for development: a human capital key or system of oppression? 
Information Technology for Development, 29(4), 423-434. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/02681102.2023.2282269  

Rothe, F. F., Van Audenhove, L., & Loisen, J. (2022). Digital development, inequalities & the Sustainable 
Development Goals: what does 'Leave No-One Behind' mean for ICT4D? Information Technology for 
Development, 29(1), 9-26. https://doi.org/10.1080/02681102.2022.2076640  

Rotz, S., Duncan, E., Small, M., Botschner, J., Dara, R., Mosby, I., ... & Fraser, E. D. (2019). The politics of 
digital agricultural technologies: a preliminary review. Sociologia ruralis, 59(2), 203-229. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/soru.12233  

Runck, B. C., Joglekar, A., Silverstein, K. A., Chan‐Kang, C., Pardey, P. G., & Wilgenbusch, J. C. (2022). 

Digital agriculture platforms: Driving data‐enabled agricultural innovation in a world fraught with 
privacy and security concerns. Agronomy journal, 114(5), 2635-2643. 
https://doi.org/10.1002/agj2.20873  

Sage, C. (2024). Challenging high-tech solutionism in an era of polycrisis: A commentary on claims for novel 
foods and on building an alternative narrative. The International Journal of Sociology of Agriculture 
and Food, 30(2), 187-205. https://doi.org/10.48416/ijsaf.v30i2.625  

Sarku, R., & Ayamga, M. (2025). Is the right going wrong? Analysing digital platformization, data extractivism 
and surveillance practices in smallholder farming in Ghana. Information Technology for Development, 
1-27. https://doi.org/10.1080/02681102.2024.2447596  

Vahdanjoo, M., Sørensen, C. G., & Nørremark, M. (2025). Digital transformation of the agri-food system. 
Current Opinion in Food Science, 101287. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cofs.2025.101287  

Verdonk, T. (2019). Planting the seeds of market power: digital agriculture, farmers' autonomy, and the role 
of competition policy. In Regulating new technologies in uncertain times (pp. 105-132). The Hague: 
TMC Asser press. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-94-6265-279-8_7 

 


