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1 Participatory Research in Natural Resources 

THE RNRRS CONTEXT 

The Department for International Development (DFID) through its Renewable Natural 
Resources Research Strategy (RNRRS), emphasizes demand-led research and a clear 
identification of beneficiaries and target institutions in research design and implementation. 
These guidelines aim to encourage RNRRS research programme and project managers to 
think carefully about participation when planning and monitoring research projects. The 
guidelines assume thatFurthermore, if projects are to achieve uptake of research results, 
participation of the beneficiaries and target institutions should be clearly focused to achieve 
specific objectives, and to promote more efficient and effective research. 

Participatory research is an approach for which there is no set prescription; it offers a range 
of options for increasing the involvement of beneficiaries and other stakeholders in the 
research process. Which options are best will depend on the particular situation involved. 
Rather than provide specific recipes, this guide highlights important aspects of participation 
to be considered when designing and implementing research projects. You may find methods 
referred to that you are not familiar with, or questions that are difficult to answer in detail. 
This is an indication that more specialist advice or support is required, probably from a social 
scientist or other colleague with relevant experience in participatory research methods. The 
list of further reading is to encourage readers to explore for themselves both general and 
sector-specific aspects of participatory research. 

PARTICIPATORY RESEARCH 

What is participatory research? 
"At its simplest, farmer participatory research refers to the involvement of farmers in a process of 
agricultural research" (Okali et al., 1994) 
'Participatory research' is an approach which argues that research has greater relevance when 
representatives of the targeted beneficiary group (or groups) actively participate in the 
research process. The approach has been developed in reaction to earlier methodologies -
on station research and farming systems research (FSR) - which had both been found to be 
unsatisfactory in the generation of relevant research outputs. 
Conventional research in the 1960s was based in research stations but in the 1970s the 
approach was criticized as being supply driven and often unrepresentative of farmers' 
conditions. In response, the FSR approach was developed in the late 1970s. FSR placed 
importance on demand identification via the diagnosis of farming systems, rationalization of 
research resources through priority setting, testing new technology under farmers' conditions 
and developing strong linkages with extension. From the mid 1980s, the FSR approach was 
criticized as being linear and too prescriptive, both by academics and also by non­
governmental organizations (NGOs) involved in developing and testing new technology. 
From these critiques, the generic approach of farmer participatory research (FPR) was 
developed. FPR placed particular emphasis on farmer participation and incorporated ideas 
from related approaches such as participatory technology development (PTD), participatory 
rural appraisal (PRA)1 and low external input agriculture (Okali et al., 1994). A recent 
conceptual review of farmer participation (Farrington, 1997) suggests that an FSR-type 
approach (emphasizing accurate diagnosis in priority enterprises) may work well with cash 
crop-oriented, better-resourced farmers in higher potential farming areas. In contrast, the 
FPR type of approach is seen as more appropriate for the resource poorer living in more 
marginal areas. The implication is that the definition of who the beneficiaries are, including 
their geographical location, has a bearing on the level of farmer participation required for 
greater effectiveness. 

1 It is important to note that FPR is not the same as PRA. PRA describes an empowerment-oriented development 
appraisal. The emphasis is on participatory appraisal - i.e. one that is initiated by an external multidisciplinary 
team, using qualitative research methods, in order to help a local community conduct an efficient assessment of 
its own situation, including problems and potential. As such, PRA is not specific to technology development or 
natural resource management activities. Moreover, PRA is a very different approach from 'participant 
observation' which describes a prolonged stay in a community or institution, usually by a single researcher 
seeking to conduct a study unobtrusively. 
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Does it work? 
The question 'does it work?' asks whether the objectives of participation are functional or 
empowering. Functionally oriented participation aims to enhance the efficiency of research 
services in delivering adoptable technologies. Participation oriented to empowering rural 
communities aims to enhance their capacity to conduct research, and to tap into the resources 
and influence the agendas of formal research organizations - the main target institutions of 
RNRRS. As they have technology development objectives, these organizations will find 
efficiency arguments more appealing than empowerment ones. While organizations may 
differ in their reasons for increasing participation, the methods and processes they use tend 
to be similar. One of the main differences lies in the geographical perspective. Formal 
research institutions usually have national or regional research mandates and seek to address 
priority opportunities with their mandate areas. They may view active participation of a small 
number of co-operative primary beneficiaries (PBs) who represent the mandate area 
opportunities as adequate. NGOs often have local mandates and are more concerned with 
empowering their communities, which are often marginal, and may not represent the priority 
research opportunities of a research organizations' mandate area. 

Paricipatory approaches have proved effective in generating and adapting new technologies 
for a range of natural resource adaptive and applied research programmes, both within NGOs 
and within formal research organizations. Examples from various countries are documented 
for animal disease control, crop pest management, plant breeding, tools and tillage, soil and 
water conservation and storage pests (see section 1.9 of further reading guide). 

Who are the beneficiaries? 
Literature on participatory research in natural resources tends to centre on 'farmers'. 
However, a more widely applicable a term is required to encompass the range of poorer 
people which RNRRS programmes may target, including fisherfolk, hunters and gatherers, 
pastoralists, rural artisans, processors, traders and peri-urban households with multiple 
enterprises - the term 'primary beneficiaries' (PBs) will be used here. PBs stand to gain direct 
economic, social or environmental advantage from the proposed research output; they may 
be a particular category of individual, a type of household or community. For the purpose 
of a natural resource research programme that focuses on poverty elimination these are likely 
to be defined in relation to natural resource ownership, access characteristics and also capital 
and skill bases. 

Primary beneficiaries may be a relatively powerless group, such as small-scale farmers living 
in a remote area, rural blacksmiths, hawkers (of vegetables, fruit, fish, grain, cooked food) or 
artisanal fishermen. Such groups often lack strong organizations to represent their interests, 
including researchable problems and opportunities. In such cases the researcher has an even 
greater responsibility to understand the needs and potential of this beneficiary group. 

Secondary beneficiaries usually occupy an intermediary position between the researcher and 
the PB, or are in some way related to either. For example, extension staff occupy an 
intermediary position and rely on the output of research to update the supply of information 
to their PB client group. Input supply agents or traders may also find a use for research 
information in advising their customers, and other researchers may find research outputs 
useful for planning and refining their own research activities. Other examples include policy 
makers, middlemen, processors and urban consumers. Widespread uptake of research results 
depends on the active participation of key secondary beneficiaries or stakeholders (refer to 
Guidelines on uptake and stakeholder analysis). 

Modes and objectives of participation 
Primary beneficiaries can be involved in varying modes of part1c1pation in the research 
process. Modes of participation have been formalized by Biggs and others into four 
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categories - contractual, consultative, collaborative and collegiate. With regard to the 
RNRRS research programmes, it is likely the 'middle ground' of consultative and 
collaborative approaches will offer most scope for increasing PB participation, for speeding 
up technology screening and evaluation, and for and improving chances of uptake. Neither 
the partner national research institutions nor the resource poor PBs are likely to have the 
resources required to develop a serious collegiate research relationship. Institutional 
mandates and resources will favour a functional form of participation. In this context, the 
contractual mode, engaging willing PBs in traditional multilocational research trials, may be 
seen as a cost-effective alternative to research sub-centres. 

An implication of adopting a functional perspective to part1c1pation is that the poorest 
members of rural communities may be effectively excluded from the research process. This 
point is addressed under the heading 'who should participate?' 

Challenges of working through target institutions 
Target institutions, as defined by RNRRS, are expected to take up the products of research 
for transfer to their secondary and primary beneficiaries. Commitment to using participatory 
research approaches niay present research managers with various challenges when working 
with national research organizations as their target institutions. There are at least three 
challenging scenarios - and one which is most promising. 

Where target institutions are 'top-down' in structure, and sceptical of new-fangled 
approaches to research, while RNRRS research programme or project managers 
(conscious of DFID goals) are acutely aware of the need to address the real needs of the 
resource poor. Target institutions may insist that they know what the problems of their 
constituency are, and see no need for participatory needs assessment. The RNRRS 
managers may not be convinced that research priorities identified by the national 
agricultural research systems (NARS) are the real priorities, having alternative sources of 
information (e.g. from local NGOs or DFID development project reports). RNRRS 
managers may then consider it worthwhile to invest in research projects which will not 
only foster a more participatory and demand driven approach to research, but also 
provide up-to-date information of the real problems facing PBs. 

Where RNRRS programmes are imposed on targeted national research institutions. 
Participation is not considered as a priority by either party. National research managers 
may agree to RNRRS proposals, mainly because they have limited recurrent funds, and 
are looking for ways to keep their scientists active and motivated (even though in silence 
they see the proposals as top-down). Whether the research is a priority for their mandate 
areas or groups may be a secondary consideration. RNRRS managers may be mainly 
concerned that research programmes are implemented through willing institutions, and 
that publishable results are produced . 

Where both RNRRS and national research managers consider participation as important, 
but are short on capacity (ideas and skills) in this area. A stakeholder analysis (see 
Stakeholder Methodologies in Natural Resource Management), should be undertaken to 
include an assessment of target institutions in terms of their capacity for participatory 
research approaches. If the capacity is weak, this may jeopardize the success of the project 
unless relevant training is built into the project. 

The most promising scenario where national research institutions have developed an 
existing capacity for, and commitment to, participatory research approaches. The 
institutions will have research staff who are confident in using participatory approaches 
and have developed good relationships with both their primary and secondary 
beneficiaries. They will also have a considerable stock of 'social capital', in the form of PB 
communities and individuals who have been engaged in participatory research activities in 
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the past, and have a continued interest in this type of act1v1ty. In this case a RNRRS 
project can utilize the existing experience, goodwill and social capital in the 
implementation of research without engaging in training and capacity-building activities 
which are expensive and take time to bear fruit. 

Who should participate? 

Adoption of a systems perspective and a demand-driven research approach will enlighten a 
whole range of potential collaborators. However, it is important to emphasize that 
participatory research does not mean all beneficiaries participating directly in the research 
process. For practical reasons, any research project will relate closely to a relatively small 
group of primary and secondary beneficiaries. Those managing the research will need to 
exercise effective and forward-looking judgement about which of the potential range of 
collaborators should receive greatest attention. 

With regard to which secondary beneficiaries should participate, it follows from the previous 
section that, ignoring issues of sectoral interest and technical competence, those with past 
positive experience in participatory research in NARS and related organizations are 
preferred. 

Where research programmes interact directly with a selection of PBs, the way this smaller 
group is formed is important. PBs may volunteer themselves, they may be nominated as 
community representatives, elected by secret ballot, selected from a random sample or 
purposively selected using agreed criteria. When participation is functional, who participates, 
and the options used to foster involvement, should depend less on 'democratic' or 
'meritocratic' criteria, and more on the objectives of the research, and the resources at a 
project's disposal. Moreover, in practice research objectives will influence the type of 
collaborator required, particularly in terms of their resource base, knowledge base and level 
of interest. Project resources will also limit the geographical scope and the number of 
participants, and also the minimum requirements regarding the research capacity of 
participants. PBs with more resources (e.g. land, labour, equipment), existing positive on-farm 
research experience, and living nearby will be easier and therefore less costly to engage in the 
research process. 

In practice many part1c1patory research programmes targeting the poor find themselves 
making a trade-off between engaging the poorest and engaging the willing. This is because for 
many of the poorest a prolonged involvement in research activities is not attractive; they are 
pre-occupied with more pressing livelihood issues. Under such circumstances, relying only 
on volunteers will skew participation away from the poorest. Moreover, within communities 
power is distributed unevenly; participants who volunteer or are nominated by their 
community are often male and resource richer. Participatory research projects therefore need 
to monitor their participating PB group, and may need to engage in more purposive selection 
strategies. To do this effectively a prior understanding of the local social structure may be 
required. Ideally, this aspect could be monitored by the collaborating communities/groups, 
but a functioning internal monitoring mechanism will require considerable inputs to 
establish. One option is to establish a research group, or groups (of different interests), 
representing the PB group. The poorer beneficiaries may be induced to co-operate through 
provision of some benefits in kind (e.g. free seeds or agro-chemicals), but there is a real risk 
that free handouts will influence the kind of technology evaluation feedback they give. Other 
incentives for participation of the poorer is to sponsor them to attend field days and tours 
(provided they can afford to the spend time away). 
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