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Research Planning and Optimization Framework for Food Security in the East African
Community (EAC)
Executive Summary:
Food security at the individual, household, national, regional and global levels is
achieved when all people, at all times, have physical and economic access to sufficient, safe and
nutritious food that meets their dietary needs and food preferences for an active and healthy
life. It is clear that while there are pockets of food insecurity within the developed world,
hunger is largely a problem of the developing world, particularly Sub-Saharan Africa, where
improvements in hunger and poverty levels have not kept pace with other developing countries
and 239 million people remain food insecure. As such, food security and agricultural
productivity are key objectives of the East African Community (EAC), located in Sub-Saharan
Africa, where approximately 80% of the population live in rural areas and depend on agriculture
for their livelihood.
Ultimately, the Canadian International Development Agency (CIDA) aims to promote the
adoption of sustainable agricultural technologies, which increase agricultural productivity and
improve food security outcomes. Historically, 80% of the increase in food production has come
from increased crop-yields through technological application, mainly of green revolution
technologies, rather than expansion of total cultivated land, which accounts for only 20%.
However, many areas of the world, most notably Sub-Saharan Africa, have not achieved the
improved levels of production made possible by green revolution technologies elsewhere. The
realization that technocratic solutions, imposed in a top-down manner, do not necessarily
translate into sustainable changes in on-farm practices has contributed to the demand for
increased participation of farmers in research projects, often termed ‘Action Research’.
Action research, also known as participatory research, has the potential to contribute to
improved food security outcomes by involving farmers and giving them ownership of a project,
increasing adoption rates, agricultural productivity, and sustainability of projects. This approach
can be summed up as learning by doing; a problem is identified, efforts to rectify the problem
are undertaken in the form of an intervention, the success of this intervention is then
evaluated, altered accordingly, tried again, and so on. Despite many typologies of action
research, there is no consensus within the field of agricultural research regarding what exactly
counts as participation, which contributes to the accusation by some that ‘participation’ is a
catch phrase with no real meaning.
Funding agencies and international aid organizations, such as CIDA, can benefit from
understanding how action research can be optimized rather than simply maximized, as this
allows for more efficient allocation of financial resources. By applying an action research
planning and optimization framework to participatory projects under consideration for funding,
CIDA can allocate its financial resources more efficiently towards well thought-out and realistic
action research projects, which will be able to deliver on expected outcomes.
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Policy Brief:
Policy Goal
To contribute to improved food security outcomes in the East African Community (EAC) region
of Sub-Saharan Africa by increasing the adoption of technologies which boost agricultural
productivity, through optimization of action research.
Significance
- In Sub-Saharan Africa, improvements in hunger and poverty levels have not kept pace
with other developing countries; 239 million people remain food insecure
- Food security and agricultural productivity are key objectives of the East African
Community (EAC), where approximately 80% of the population live in rural areas and
depend on agriculture for their livelihood
- Sub-Saharan Africa has not achieved the improved levels of agricultural production
made possible by green revolution technologies
- The realization that technocratic solutions, imposed in a top-down manner, do not
necessarily translate into sustainable changes in on-farm practices has contributed to
the demand for increased farmer participation, often termed ‘Action Research’
- Action research has the potential to contribute to improved food security outcomes by
involving farmers and giving them ownership of a project, increasing adoption rates,
agricultural productivity, and sustainability of projects
- Funding agencies and international aid organizations, such as the Canadian International
Development Agency (CIDA), can benefit from understanding how participation can be
optimized rather than maximized, allowing for efficient allocation of financial resources
Canada’s Interest
- The Government of Canada committed to making Canada's international assistance
more efficient, focused, and accountable in 2007 and again in 2011 at the Fourth High
Level Forum on Aid Effectiveness, endorsing the Busan Partnership for Effective
Development Cooperation
- One of CIDA’s priority themes is food security, which focuses on promoting the adoption
of sustainable agricultural technologies, which increase agricultural productivity and
improve food security outcomes through locally-led development and ownership
- CIDA does this by supporting initiatives such as the Canadian International Food Security
Research Fund (CIFSRF), a partnership between CIDA and the International
Development Research Centre (IDRC) that currently has projects in the EAC sates of
Kenya and Tanzania
Policy Recommendations
CIDA should consider applying the Framework for Action Research Planning and Optimization to
projects under consideration for funding, which will contribute to more efficient allocation of
financial resources towards well thought out and realistic action research projects, which will
be able to deliver on expected outcomes.
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Full Report
Policy Goal:
To contribute to improved food security outcomes in the East African Community (EAC)
region of Sub-Saharan Africa by increasing the adoption of technologies which boost
agricultural productivity, through optimization of action research.
Food Security:
Human hunger is often discussed in terms of food insecurity. Food security is a widesweeping term, which is continuously being amended in an attempt to capture the complexity
of the issue. In current discourse, the following definition that came out of the 1996 World
Food Summit in Rome is widely used: “Food security at the individual, household, national,
regional and global levels is achieved when all people, at all times, have physical and
economic access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food that meets their dietary needs and
food preferences for an active and healthy life” (FAO 1996).
By this definition, there are currently an estimated 925 million people suffering from
food insecurity (FAO 2010). In recent years, the world has seen the highest numbers of hungry
people since the 1970s, with food insecurity peaking at an estimated 1.02 billion people in 2009
(FAO 2009). These numbers are in spite of an international agreement made in 1996, at the
World Food Summit, to halve the total number of hungry people, from a 1990-92 baseline, by
no later than 2015 (FAO 1996). The international goal to improve world food security was later
reaffirmed in 2000, at the Millennium Summit, where the Millennium Development goal to
halve the proportion of hungry people on the planet by the year 2015, from the 1990-92
baseline, was agreed upon (UN General Assembly 2000). Despite these commitments to
improve the state of food security on a global scale, thus far food insecurity has increased.
The prevalence of food
Total = 925 million
insecurity is highest in SubSaharan Africa, where countries
range from less than 5% of the
Asia and the Pacific,
population to greater than 50% of
578
the population suffering from
hunger (FAO 2006). However the
Sub-Saharan Africa,
239
total number of hungry people,
presented in Figure 1, remains
Latin America and
the Caribbean, 53
highest in Asia and the Pacific,
followed by Sub-Saharan Africa,
Near East and
North Africa, 37
Latin America and the Caribbean,
North East and North Africa, with
Developed
the smallest number of hungry
countries, 19
people located in developed
countries (FAO 2009).
Figure 1, Global distribution of hunger in millions of
people (FAO 2010)
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It is clear that while there are pockets of food insecurity within the developed world,
hunger is largely a problem of the developing world, particularly Sub-Saharan Africa, where
improvements in hunger and poverty levels have not kept pace with other developing
countries (Isbister 2003).
Food Security and Agriculture in the EAC:
Within Sub-Saharan Africa, the EAC, an intergovernmental organization consisting of the
Republic of Kenya, the Republic of Uganda, the United Republic of Tanzania, the Republic of
Rwanda, and the Republic of Burundi, has made food security a top area for cooperation
according to Chapter 18 (of Articles 105-110) of the Treaty for the Establishment of the East
African Community. Food security and agricultural productivity are key objectives of the EAC,
where approximately 80% of the population live in rural areas and depend on agriculture for
their livelihood. Within the member countries, agriculture employs around 75% of the rural
population, where the majority of households are poor and food insecure. There is therefore a
clear link between improving agricultural productivity, food security, and poverty more
generally.
Mixed smallholder farming of livestock, food crops, cash crops, fishing, and aquaculture
dominates the agricultural systems of these countries. The major food crops are maize, rice,
potatoes, bananas, cassava, beans, vegetables, sugar, wheat, sorghum, millet, and pulses. Some
of these are also sold and could also be considered cash crops. Cash crops include tea, cotton,
coffee, pyrethrum, sugar cane, sisal, horticultural crops, oil-crops, cloves, tobacco, coconut, and
cashew nuts. Livestock consists of cattle, sheep, goats, and camels, mostly for meat and milk
production; pigs and poultry for white meat and eggs respectively; hides and skins for export
and industrial processing. Fisheries products include both fresh water fish from rivers, dams,
and lakes and marine fish from the Indian Ocean. Forestry products include fruits, honey, herbal
medicine, timber, and wood for fuel (EAC 2012).
The East African Community Agriculture and Rural Development Policy (EAC-ARDP) is a
first step in the implementation of the provisions of the Treaty for the Establishment of the East
African Community and guides the development of strategies, programs, and projects to
achieve the related objectives of food security and increased agricultural productivity.
Food Security, Agricultural Productivity, and Technology:
In the next four decades, estimates suggest that the total population of the developing
world alone will reach 8 billion, substantially more people than the 6.7 billion people currently
on the planet (World Bank 2008). The challenge of ensuring access to sufficient food for all
people will be immense. However, despite the challenges associated with producing enough
food for a growing population, on a global scale the Food Production per Capita Index has
shown a steadily increasing trend, with the highest per capita food production ever occurring in
the decade leading up to 2005 (FAO 2006). The increase in total agricultural food production
has been achieved in two ways: total cultivated land area has increased and total crop-yields
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have increased. It is obvious that increased production based on expansion of cultivated land
cannot continue indefinitely, as eventually available land will run out. Historically, 80% of the
increase in food production has come from increased crop-yields through technological
application, mainly of green revolution technologies, rather than expansion of total cultivated
land, which accounts for only 20% (FAO 2003).
This highlights the potential for increased agricultural productivity and food security
that technology offers. However, many areas of the world, most notably Sub-Saharan Africa
within which the EAC is located, have not achieved the improved levels of production made
possible by green revolution technologies elsewhere. It has now been realized that these
technologies cannot simply be transferred to the fragile and harsh environments found in the
EAC partner states. Technological applications have too often been unsustainable and
environmentally degrading, decreasing soil quality, producing wastelands, destroying
ecosystems, and decreasing water quality. Agricultural practices which are inappropriate for the
given context and produce these kinds of consequences in order to achieve short-term food
production needs, are not sustainable in the long-term.
Misuse of agricultural technology has led to the need for new farmland to be
continuously brought into cultivation, as previously productive land is lost to soil erosion,
salinization, and desertification (Meadows et al. 2004). Agricultural practices such as the
removal of permanent soil cover, increase soil erosion and reduce soil organic matter. The
removal of plant residues can lead to a reduction in soil nutrient content as well as increases in
greenhouse gas emissions through the loss of soil carbon (FAO 2008). These practices in effect
turn productive land into wasteland. Therefore while the total addition of croplands has thus
far approximated total losses in terms of land area, this is not the case for land quality. Because
the most productive land tends to be developed first, high quality land is being converted to
wasteland, while marginal land is being brought into cultivation (Meadows et al. 2004).
Therefore context specific technologies must be developed and used sustainably in order to
reach the goal of long-term food security.
Furthermore, population growth and the associated need for increased food production
have a large impact on local water supplies. Water supply may in fact be the limiting factor in
future food production rather than land availability. It is currently estimated that of the total
amount of freshwater used globally, agricultural use accounts for about 70%. In many areas
water is already becoming a scarce resource as competition increases between agricultural,
industrial, and domestic use. Climate change, which is predicted to decrease precipitation and
runoff in some key growing areas, will make local water supplies in many areas even more
scarce, particularly in Africa (FAO 2008). There is potential for expanded irrigation systems in
areas within the EAC countries, however, once again context-specific and accessible
technologies must be developed.
The failure of green revolution agricultural technologies to easily transfer into SubSaharan Africa, and more specifically EAC countries, has resulted in the development of new,
context-specific technologies, for example drought-resistant seed varieties that perform well in
the semi-arid areas of Kenya, while maintaining soil quality. However, in spite of the
development of suitable and environmentally sustainable technologies, adoption of these

6

technologies by smallholder farmers, who make up the majority of farmers in the EAC states,
remains low, having negative outcomes for crop-yields and food security outcomes (Suri 2011).
There are many reasons that agricultural extension services within the EAC have not led
to adequate adoption levels of new agricultural technologies by smallholder farmers, including
obvious barriers such as lack of finance. However, a major criticism is that the dominant
approach to extension views agriculture as a purely technical activity, in which on-farm
practices are seen as the application of scientific knowledge, developed by researchers and
extended to farmers in a top-down system. This approach fails to take into account that
farming is also a social and cultural activity, and as a result can be ineffective in generating longterm adoption of new and sustainable agricultural practices at the level of the smallholder
farmer (Vanclay 2000).
The realization that technocratic solutions, imposed in a top-down manner, do not
necessarily translate into sustainable changes in on-farm practices has contributed to the
demand for increased participation of farmers in research projects, often termed ‘Action
Research’. This approach is better suited to take into account the social and cultural dimensions
of farming, while at the same time empowering communities by creating ownership of projects,
which can result in increased adoption, agricultural productivity, and food security outcomes
(Pretty 1995; Chambers 1997).
Interests of the Canadian International Development Agency (CIDA):
The Government of Canada committed to making Canada's international assistance
more efficient, focused, and accountable first in 2007 and again in 2011 at the Fourth High
Level Forum on Aid Effectiveness, endorsing the Busan Partnership for Effective Development
Cooperation. Therefore, in line with international agreements, CIDA has focused its support on
three priority themes. Food security is one of CIDA’s priority themes and within this theme two
of the focus areas are: 1) Sustainable agricultural development, particularly for small-scale
farmers and 2) Research and development. CIDA also endorses locally-led development and
ownership, in order to achieve meaningful and sustainable results.
Furthermore, CIDA’s Food Security Strategy identifies low agricultural productivity and a
lack of modern techniques and technologies as key contributors to food insecurity. The strategy
also states that “[t]he current agricultural paradigm – which demands increased use of
fertilizers and fresh water, combined with increased land expansion – is not sustainable”.
Ultimately, CIDA aims to promote the adoption of sustainable agricultural technologies,
which increase agricultural productivity and improve food security outcomes. One of the ways
CIDA does this is by funding research and development initiatives such as the Canadian
International Food Security Research Fund (CIFSRF), a partnership between CIDA and
the International Development Research Centre (IDRC).
Among the CIFSRF projects, two are based in Kenya and one is based in Tanzania. All
three of these EAC state projects list among their expected outcomes improved uptake of
agricultural technologies by smallholder farmers and plan to achieve this outcome through
some form of farmer participation or action research. Given its role in funding participatory
research, the Framework for Action Research Planning and Optimization is of direct use to
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CIDA and has the potential to contribute to more efficient allocation of funds by ensuring that
proposed projects are likely to deliver on expected outcomes.
What is Action Research?
The variety of names which action research goes by, including participatory research,
collaborative inquiry, emancipatory research, action learning, and contextual action research all
describe the same underlying approach to science. This approach can be summed up as
‘learning by doing’; a problem is identified, efforts to rectify the problem are undertaken in
the form of an intervention, the success of this intervention is then evaluated, altered
accordingly, tried again, and so on. See Table 1 for various definitions of action research.
There are other key attributes of action research that differentiate it from the common
problem-solving of everyday life or consulting. A major distinction is that a scientific approach is
employed, meaning that the research is systematic and the researcher ensures that the
intervention has a theoretical justification. Also, the researcher invests a lot of time collecting,
analysing, and presenting data on a cyclical basis, as well as refining methodologies so that they
are suitable for the specific context, moving away from the ‘one approach fits all’, top-down
implementation approach. It can be differentiated from other forms of scientific research in
that study participants are trained to become researchers themselves; it takes place in a real
world setting and aims to solve real
world problems, such as food security; Definitions of Action Research:
and the initiating researcher does not
attempt
to remain unbiased but “Systemic inquiry that is collective, collaborative, self-reflective,
instead acknowledges their biases critical and undertaken by participants in the inquiry"
openly (O’Brien 1998).
(McCutcheon and Jung 1990)
Action research can be thought
of as a cyclical process carried out by
researchers and participants, starting “A form of collective self-reflective inquiry undertaken by
participants in social situations in order to improve the
with planning, leading to action, rationality and justice of their own social or educational
observation, reflection, and revised practices, as well as their understanding of these practices and
planning (see Figure 2). This simplified the situations in which these practices are carried out" (Kemmis
process has been further elaborated and McTaggert 1990)
by Susman (1983) who identifies 5
stages: 1) identifying a problem, 2) “Action research aims to contribute both to the practical
planning actions, 3) taking actions, 4) concerns of people in an immediate problematic situation and
evaluating the actions taken, and 5) to the goals of social science by joint collaboration within a
mutually acceptable ethical framework" (Rapoport 1970)
identifying findings (see Figure 3).
When is Action Research Used?

Table 1, definitions of action research

Action research is used in real situations, rather than experimental studies, since its
primary focus is on solving real problems. It can, however, be used by social scientists for
exploratory research, especially when the situation is too ambiguous to frame a precise
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research question. However, it is mostly used when circumstances require flexibility, the
involvement of the people in the research, or where change must take place quickly or
holistically. It is often the case that those who apply this approach are practitioners who wish to
improve understanding of their
practice, social change activists
trying to mount an action campaign,
or academics who have been
invited into an organization by
decision-makers aware of a problem
requiring action research, but
lacking
the
methodological
knowledge necessary to deal with it
(O’Brien 1998).
Types of Action Research:
Technical / Technical-Collaborative
/ Scientific-Technical / Positivist
Perspective
Early on, proponents of
action research used the scientific
method in an attempt to test a
particular intervention, under an
Figure 2, the cyclical nature of action research existing theoretical framework. In
developed by Kemmis, recreated from MacIsaac (1995) this type of approach, the
researcher is regarded as an expert
or authority figure with the
qualifications and experience to identify a problem and suggest an intervention. The
practitioner, often the farmer, then takes on the role of facilitating the implementation of the
recommended intervention. The practitioner is also the main line of communication between
the researcher and the larger group. The goal of this kind of approach is to promote effective
and efficient practices by developing predictive knowledge through validation and refinement
of existing theories, and is therefore mainly deductive (Masters 1995; Farrington 1998).
Practical / Mutual-Collaborative / Practical-Deliberative / Interpretivist Perspective
This approach to action research is more flexible than technical action research because
it trades aspects of measurement and control in favour of increasing human interpretation,
interaction, communication, negotiation, and description. In this approach, the goal is to have
practitioners participate in a collaborative manner and ultimately gain better individual
understandings of their own practices. As a result, changes tend to have a longer-lasting effect
than they do with the technical approach. However these lasting effects tend to be associated
with the specific practitioners involved in a project, and therefore when these individuals leave
the system, or there is a large influx of new people, the effects often disappear (Masters 1995).
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Diagnosing
(Identifying or defining
a problem)

Action Planning
(Considering alternative
courses of action)

Taking Action
(Selecting a course of
action)

Specifying Learning
(Identifying general
findings)

Evaluating
(Studying the
consequences of
an action)

Figure 3, a more detailed version of the cyclical process of action research developed by
Susman and recreated from (O’Brien 1998)
Emancipatory / Enhancement approach / Critical-Emancipatory / Critical Science Perspective
This approach encourages the dynamic interaction between theory and practice, as
opposed to a standard theory to practice approach. It has the dual goals of: 1) Increasing
similarities between the real problems faced by practitioners and the academic theories that
explain these problems, and 2) Encouraging practitioners to raise their collective consciousness,
moving towards the ability to explicitly articulate their own problems, and ultimately increasing
community empowerment. Therefore this approach focuses more on collective rather than
individual understandings, as in the practical action research approach (Masters 1995; FalsBorda and Rahman 1991).
The differences between these three approaches have less to do with methodologies
and more to do with the underlying ideologies and assumptions of the researchers and
practitioners. However, these underlying ideologies and assumptions affect many aspects of a
research project, from relationships of power within a project to the types of knowledge
produced, see Table 2. For example, in practice, technical action research concentrates power
in the hands of the researcher and facilitating practitioner, whereas the practical action
research and emancipatory action research approaches distribute power amongst a group of
practitioners. However, the practical action research approach emphasizes action by individuals
within the group, while the emancipatory action research approach emphasizes collective
action. Furthermore, technical action research tends to produce predictive knowledge, while
practical action research tends to produce descriptive knowledge; emancipatory action
research tends to produce both predictive and descriptive knowledge (Masters 1995).

10

Types of Action Research

TYPE 1

TYPE 2

TYPE 3

Philosophical Base

Natural sciences

Historical - hermeneutic

Critical sciences

Nature of Reality

Single, measurable,
fragmental

Multiple, constructed, holistic

Social, economic

Problem

Defined in advance

Defined in situation

Defined in the situation based
on values clarification

Relationship between the
Knower and Known

Separate

Interrelated, dialogic

Interrelated, embedded in
society

Focus of collaboration
theory

Technical validation,
refinement, deduction

Mutual understanding, new
theory, inductive

Mutual emancipation,
validation, refinement, new
theory, inductive, deductive

Type of knowledge
produced

Predictive

Descriptive

Predictive, descriptive

Change duration

Short lived

Longer lasting, dependent on
individuals

Social change, emancipation

The nature of
understanding

Events are explained in terms
of real causes and
simultaneous effects

Events are understood
through active mental work,
interactions with external
context, transactions
between one's mental work
and external context

Events are understood in
terms of social and economic
hindrances to true equity

The role of value in
research

Value free

Value bounded

Related to values of equity

Understand what occurs and
the meaning people make of
phenomena

Uncover and understand
what constrains equity and
supports hegemony to free
oneself of false consciousness
and change practice toward
more equity

Purpose of research

Discovery of laws underlying
reality

Table 2, breakdown of types of action research adapted from Masters (1995)
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Debates Surrounding Action Research:
Within agricultural research, many different typologies of action research have been
developed, mostly tending to follow a linear model similar to the three general typologies
presented above, where farmer participation ranges from low to high. For example, Lambrou
(2001) developed a typology of seven types of farmer participation: 1) Positivist theoretical
research (the least inclusive approach), 2) Passive information sharing (farmers are informed of
the processes and outcomes of the research), 3) Consultative stage (farmers are consulted and
their needs may be included in the research design), 4) On-farm testing (researchers continue
to dominate the research process, but farmers’ expertise is recognized), 5) Evaluation (farmers
are involved in assessing the process and results of the research), 6) Collaborative planning
(scientists join hands with farmers in defining problems and in designing the research process),
and 7) Partnership (scientists and farmers engage in a long-term mutual learning and research
process).
Despite the many typologies there is no consensus within the field of agricultural
research regarding what exactly counts as participation or action research. While some
researchers consider conducting standardized surveys with farmers to be participatory, others
feel that action research is a job for social scientists and is not or should not be undertaken by
natural scientists at all (Neef and Neubert 2010). These discrepancies contribute to the
accusation by some that ‘participation’ is a catch phrase with no real meaning.
Nevertheless, since Chambers’ (1983) “Rural Development: Putting The Last First”,
action research in agriculture has become increasingly popular and some form of community
participation and/or empowerment is often required in order attain funding, in an attempt to
move away from the classic top-down implementation of technology. Despite some early
concerns that participatory approaches were not on par with the traditional scientific method
of inquiry, many researchers have now accepted that participatory approaches and
conventional research within the agricultural sector can be effectively combined (Pound et al.
2003). Action research has the potential to contribute to improved food security outcomes by
involving farmers and giving them ownership of a project, increasing adoption rates,
agricultural productivity, and sustainability of projects (Pretty 1995; Chambers 1997).
However in spite of years of action research, adoption rates remain low and technologies are
often abandoned after participatory projects end.
This has led to the critical examination of action research within the agricultural sector.
It is now suggested that rather than the approach of 1980s and 1990s of ‘the more participation
the better’, a strategy should be employed that seeks to optimize participation rather than
simply maximize it. Conducting action research is a time consuming and costly process which is
too often unsuccessful in achieving its objectives, leading to financial resources being used
ineffectively. The academic debate is therefore now centered around when and how to use
action research (Rocheleau 2003) leading to the optimization of participatory approaches.
Funding agencies and international aid organizations, such as CIDA, can benefit from
understanding how participation can be optimized rather than maximized as this allows for
more efficient allocation of financial resources.
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Framework for Action Research Planning and Optimization:
Neef and Neubert (2010) propose a framework for optimizing the participatory
approach depending on the specific conditions of individual research projects and project
locations. This framework moves participation or action research away from simply being a
development catch phrase, used ambiguously by researchers in grant proposals, and towards a
systematic description of participatory options. The framework breaks research projects down
into six dimensions that are then subdivided into five attributes each; these attributes are
known to affect the potential for participation within a research project, see Table 3.
By applying this framework to a specific research project, researchers and funding
agencies can better determine the plausibility of various types of action research, their
effectiveness and expected outcomes, within the given context. For example, within Dimension
1: Project Type, is Attribute 1a: Type of Research. The type of research affects the potential for
participation, as basic research has less potential to include participatory methods than does
applied research. Therefore, a research project that proposes to conduct basic research and to
include extensive stakeholder participation may face unforeseen difficulties in the field and be
unable to deliver on expected outcomes. This framework can therefore be used to form policy
recommendations for funding agencies with interests in the adoption of sustainable agricultural
technologies, which increase agricultural productivity and improve food security outcomes,
such as CIDA. By applying this framework to participatory projects under consideration for
funding within the EAC, CIDA can allocate its financial resources more efficiently towards well
thought-out and realistic action research projects, which will be able to deliver on expected
outcomes.
Dimension
1) Project Type

Attribute
1a) Type of Research

1b) Research Objectives

1c) Potential Users and Beneficiaries

1d) Institutional Context of the
Research Project

1e) Risks Involved in the Project

Potential for Participation
Basic research (exploratory or
theoretical research) has less
potential than applied research
(action oriented)
Objectives derived from theoretical
scientific questions have less
potential than those derived from
real-world problems
Generation of technical innovations
can define a range of relevant
stakeholders, varying from farmers
and extension workers to a more
inclusive list including policymakers, environmentalists, etc.
Some institutional contexts are less
responsive to participatory
approaches, for example a country
with a long history of supply-driven
agricultural research
In higher-risk projects it may be
advisable to involve fewer farmers
or other stakeholders
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2) Research Approach

2a) Research Methodology

2b) Research Epistemology

2c) Research Plan (practical
organization of research)

2d) Research Process (logic of
research)

2e) Research Methods for Accessing
Local Knowledge

3) Researchers’ Characteristics

3a) Previous Experience with
Participation

3b) Researchers’ Attitudes Towards
Participation

3c) Researchers’ Attitudes Towards
Local Stakeholders

3d) Researchers’ Accountability
Towards the Potential Users

3e) Researchers’ Commitment to
the Problem-Solving Cycle

4) Interaction Between Researchers
and Local Stakeholders

4a) Involvement of Stakeholders in
Research Process

4b) Control of Research and Centers
of Decision Making

Mono-disciplinary, reductionist
approaches have less potential than
interdisciplinary, system-oriented
approaches
Positivist approach has less
potential than constructivist
approach
More rigid research plans, often
required by funding agencies, have
less potential than open and flexible
plans
Linear and formalized processes,
with defined inputs and outputs,
have less potential than continuous
and cyclical processes of learning
Local knowledge may be
disregarded or seen as antagonistic
to scientific knowledge or it may be
actively sought out and valued,
though it should still be subject to
rigorous selection and revision
Participatory research under
inexperienced researchers can be
chaotic and useless, but can be
effective under experienced
researchers
Participation may be viewed as nonscientific and unreliable or a guiding
paradigm and this may change with
the research topic and phase
Farmers may be viewed as inferior
or as equal partners in research and
this may change throughout the
project
Accountability to project-leaders,
supervisors, etc. provides less
potential than accountability to
local stakeholders
Researchers may be dedicated to
the production of public goods,
implying widespread sharing of
results, or may feel morally
committed to local communities
Interests of stakeholders may differ
or conflict, researchers may have to
be sensitive to this or act as a
mediator
Researchers may maintain power
and control, while informing or
consulting farmers, or farmers may
control the design, which may not

14

4c) Contribution to the Generation
of Knowledge

4d) Type, Frequency, and Intensity
of Interaction

4e) Investment of Resources and
Payment

5) Stakeholders’ Characteristics

5a) Local Stakeholders’ Experience
with Previous Projects
5b) Local Stakeholders’ Perception
of the Research Project

5c) Local Stakeholders’ Perception
of the Researchers

5d) Time Availability of Local
Stakeholders

5e) Local Stakeholders’ Scope for
Action

6) Stakeholders’ Benefits

6a) Innovations, Improved Practices

6b) Creation of Knowledge and

be desirable if the interests of other
actors are at stake
Farmers’ customary knowledge,
knowledge generated from
extension workers and local
authorities, and scientific knowledge
can be combined in different ways
Projects are sometimes labeled
participatory when contact between
researchers and farmers is a single
interaction, however depth of the
participatory approach may not
increase with the number of
meetings
Researchers may provide all inputs
and compensate farmers, or farmers
may pay researchers for their help,
though this is rare, compensation
must be carefully considered
If previous projects failed then there
will likely be more skepticism and
reserve
Stakeholders may be more likely to
get involved if they feel they can
influence the research process or
depending on the type of data being
produced
May be perceived as ignorant
outsiders, experts providing
support, or facilitators of mutual
learning, this has been found to be
the most critical factor in success or
failure of a research approach
Stakeholder opportunity costs of
time are often underestimated and
poorer farmers may not be able to
be involved, researchers must
assess whether to work with a few
individuals or a large, inclusive
group
Stakeholders may not see any scope
for change due to extreme poverty
or may see a variety of options,
research may need to adapt to this
A variety of choices that can be
adapted to individual farming
practices should be made available
rather than a single solution,
institutional innovations are often
equally important
Increased knowledge among
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Awareness

6c) Improvement of Skills

6d) Empowerment and Social
Capital

6e) Improvement of Livelihoods

stakeholders is often a major
outcome and local knowledge may
be combined with scientific
knowledge
Diagnostic, technical, managerial,
organizational, experimental, and
problem solving skills may all be
improved
Can result in social capital formation
and potential for collective action
but short time frames make this
difficult, pre-existence of these
factors may also affect research
May increase resilience of local
livelihoods to external shocks and
may enhance capacity of
stakeholders and institutions to
adapt to changing conditions, but
there are often tradeoffs between
local stakeholders and the wider
public good

Table 3, Dimensions of research projects, their related attributes, and the potential for
participation, developed from Neef and Neubert (2010)
Policy Recommendations for CIDA:
When applying the Framework for Action Research Planning and Optimization to projects under
consideration for funding within the EAC, CIDA should consider the following policy
recommendations:
Project Type
1) The type of research, research objectives, and institutional context may limit the
potential for action research and should be considered by researchers when
determining the extent of participation they plan to incorporate.
2) The potential users and beneficiaries of the research should be considered by
researchers when defining relevant stakeholders to include in action research.
3) The potential risks involved in the project should help to define study participants, and
in high risk projects it may be advisable to involve fewer stakeholders.
Research Approach
1) The research methodology and research epistemology may limit the potential for action
research and should be considered by researchers when determining the extent of
participation they plan to incorporate.
2) The rigidity of research planning and the formalization of the research process may limit
the potential for action research and should be considered by researchers when
determining the extent of participation they plan to incorporate.
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3) The research methods for accessing local knowledge should be clearly defined.
Researchers’ Characteristics
1) The researchers’ previous experience with participation, attitudes towards participation,
attitudes towards local stakeholders, accountability to local stakeholders, and
commitment to the problem-solving cycle should be clearly expressed as it may limit the
potential for effective action research.
Interaction between Researchers and Local Stakeholders
1) The involvement of stakeholders in the research process may require the researcher to
balance conflicting views, and therefore mediation strategies should be considered in
advance.
2) Who will control the research centers and decision-making; the approach to combining
various forms of knowledge; the type, frequency, and intensity of interactions; and who
will invest resources for the project should all be well thought out.
Stakeholders’ Characteristics
1) Local stakeholders’ experience with previous projects; perceptions of the research
project, researchers, and their own scope for action; as well as availability may greatly
contribute to the success or failure of action research and should be considered.
Stakeholders’ Benefits
1) Action research may result in innovations, improved practices, creation of knowledge
and awareness, improvement of skills, empowerment and social capital, and
improvement of livelihoods; these factors should be considered by researchers in terms
of expected benefits or outcomes.
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Additional Readings:
Chambers, R. (1983). Rural development: Putting the last first. New York: Longman.
Chambers argues that researchers, scientists, administrators, and fieldworkers often do not
appreciate rural people's knowledge or the nature of rural poverty. This book asserts the
validity and depth of local knowledge and challenges all those concerned with rural
development, as practitioners, academics, students, or researchers.
Masters, J. (1995) The History of Action Research in I. Hughes (ed) Action Research Electronic
Reader, University of Sydney http://www.behs.cchs.usyd.edu.au/arow/Reader/rmasters.htm
This paper outlines the historical and philosophical foundations of action research. It
also outlines various types of action research
Neef, A. & Neubert, D. (2011). Stakeholder participation in agricultural research projects: a
conceptual framework for reflection and decision making. Agriculture and Human Values, 28:
179-194.
Neef and Neubert describe a framework that provides a basis for participatory agricultural
researchers to decide for which issues and in which phases certain participatory elements could
be used in a specific research context. Rather than aiming at maximizing the adoption of
participatory methods, it can thus become a tool for optimizing the use of participatory
approaches in agricultural research.
O'Brien, R. (2001). An Overview of the Methodological Approach of Action Research
in R. Richardson (ed.) Theory and Practice of Action Research. João Pessoa:
Universidade Federal da Paraíba.
This paper gives an overview of the processes and principles of action research,
including when it is appropriate to use. The evolution of the approach is described,
including a description of the various kinds of action research being used today.
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