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the past, and have a continued interest in this type of activity. 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. Motreover, 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 participatory 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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