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Abstract. There is increasing interest in farmers’ organizations as an effective approach to farmer participatory research (FPR). Using data from an empirical study of farmers’ research groups (FRGs) in Uganda, this paper examines the patterns of participation in groups and answers questions such as: Who participates? What types of participation? How does participation occur? What are the factors determining participation? Results show that there is no single type of participation, but rather FPR is a dynamic process with the types of participation varying at different stages of the process. Farmers’ participation does not follow the normal adoption curve, rather it is characterized by high participation at the initial stages, followed by dramatic decrease and dropping-out, and slow increases towards the end. There is usually a significantly higher participation of male farmers at the beginning of the process. However, as FRGs evolve, the proportion of men decrease sharply while the relative proportion of women continues to increase and dominates the group. The findings do not support the common assumption that groups usually exclude the poor and women. On the contrary, we argue that FRGs are an effective mechanism to provide women and the poor with opportunities to participate in research. However, to be effective, this requires moving beyond head counting to promote more proactive gender and equity perspectives for amplifying the benefits of agricultural research to those who tend to be marginalized or excluded by mainstream development initiatives. This will be critical to make agricultural research more client-oriented and demand-driven. 

Key words: Farmer research groups, Gender, Participatory research, Types of participation, Social capital, Uganda

Pascal C. Sanginga is a Rural Sociologist with the Rural Innovation Institute of the International Centre for Tropical Agriculture, based in Uganda. He is currently working on a multi-stakeholder research for development project “Enabling Rural Innovation” ERI in Africa in partnerships with national agricultural research and extension systems, non governmental organizations, farmers’ organizations in eastern and southern Africa. 

Nina Lilja is an Agricultural Economist working on Impact assessment of participatory research with the System-wide programme on Participatory Research and Gender Analysis for technology development and institutional innovation. 

Jackson Tumwine was a Research assistant with the Africa Highlands Initiative, based in Kabale, Uganda at the time of this study. He is now pursuing his PhD studies in the Department of Sustainable Agricultural Systems at the University of Natural Resources and Applied Life Sciences(BOKU), Vienna in Austria with field research in Uganda. 

Abbreviations: FRG – Farmer research groups; FPR – Farmer participation research; AHI – Africa Highlands Initiative; QofP – Quality of participation; NRM – Natural resource management. 

Introduction

Increasingly, farmer participatory research (FPR) is receiving recognition in both international and national agricultural research and development organizations as an important strategic research approach, vital to achieving impacts that benefit poor people in marginal, diverse and complex environments. In recent years, efforts have been geared increasingly towards consolidating, scaling up, and institutionalizing participatory research in agricultural research and development organizations (Pound et al., 2003; Stroud, 2003; PRGA, 1997; Ashby and Sperling, 1995). At the community and farmers’ level, institutionalizing FPR requires developing and strengthening community-based adaptive research capacity, which can be achieved through working with groups of farmers rather than individuals (Ashby and Sperling, 1994). 

It is argued that group approach is more effective as it promotes collective learning and sharing (Hagmann et al., 1999; Heinrich, 1993), and ensures that more people participate. Working with groups lowers the transaction costs of working together, facilitate cooperation, collective action and connectedness within, between, and beyond communities (Pretty, 2003). The group approach may reduce the cost of delivering services and technologies to farmers, thus making research more cost-effective and relevant to the needs of different categories of farmers. In their account of successes in African agriculture, Gabre-Madhin and Haggblade (2003) stressed that farmers’ organizations have become a powerful force for providing an array of collective services including technology development and testing and collective natural resources management (Pretty, 2003).

The group approach is rapidly gaining ground and attracting the attention of many research and development organizations to address agricultural and natural resources management problems in the tropics. Notable examples of group-based participatory research approaches that are spreading widely include the “local agricultural research committees (CIALs) in Latin America (Ashby et al., 2000; Ashby et al., 1995), farmers field schools in Asia and Africa (Braun et al., 2000; LEISA, 2003), and farmer research groups in southern and eastern Africa (Stroud, 2003; Jassey, 2000). While farmers’ groups are increasingly becoming an important stakeholder group in agricultural research and development, there is limited systematic research into their dynamics, composition, performance, and effectiveness. Yet, such analysis is critical to building more effective ways of organizing and working with farmers’ groups, building their capacity to innovate and experiment, and scaling up participatory research. Using empirical data from a study of FRGs in Uganda, this paper examines the patterns and dynamics of participation and attempts to find answers to questions such as: What type of participation is involved? When, at what stage of the research process? How does participation occur? Who participates? What are the factors affecting participation? 

The paper begins with an outline of the analytical framework used in the study. Then it provides a short description of the research setting and methodology. The empirical results are discussed in six sub-sections. First, we describe the profile of FRGs and examine the types of participation at the different stages of the FPR process. Then we discuss how farmer participation occurred and how the process was managed. The questions of who participates in groups and the factors determining participation are examined based on gender, wealth categories, and other socio-economic factors. The paper concludes with a discussion of findings and their implications for research and development. 

Analytical framework: The quality of participation in participatory research

There are many definitions of participation and participatory research. Rather than attempting to debate and find appropriate definitions, we concur with Ashby (2003) and Oakley (1992) that participation (and participatory research), is an overreaching concept best approached by looking at its more specific components or its dimensions. The study used the “quality of participation” framework (PRGA, 2000), which is useful for analysing the distinguishing features or critical traits of FPR in Uganda. The quality of participation framework distinguishes two components of participation: (1) the building blocks or dimensions of participation and (2) the management principles of participation (PRGA, 1997; PRGA, 2000). 

The building blocks represent the analytical variables used to describe participatory research, and ask questions such as: 

· What type of participation is involved? When, at what stage of the research process? 

· What is the objective of participation? 

· What is the degree or strength of participation?

· How does participation occur? How is the participation process managed? Who makes key decisions?

· Who participates? What are the factors affecting participation? 

· What are the roles of the different players?

· What are the criteria for successful participation? 

· How do the participants evaluate the process of participation and the results?

The management principles ask the question “How do we do participatory research? They include methods, skills and principles of facilitation, and reflection and systematization of learning processes. This paper, however, is concerned with the analysis of the “building blocks” or dimensions of participation in FPR. Specifically, it investigates the following hypotheses. 

1) Different types of participation occur at the different stages of the FPR process; 

2) Farmers’ participation in groups tends to follow the normal adoption curve rising slowly at first, accelerating to a maximum, and then increasing at gradually slower rates (Rogers, 2003). 

3) FRGs may exclude certain categories of local people, particularly women and poor farmers, who may not be able to absorb the cost of participation and experimentation. More specifically it is hypothesized that: 

a) Men tend to dominate community organizations (and therefore FRGs) as they are more likely to have land and other resources for experimentation, and are more likely to be in contact with external (research) organizations.

b) Resource-rich farmers are likely to dominate FRG as they have the resources to absorb the cost of participation and of experimentation. 

c) Local elites (educated farmers, leaders, members of organizations) are more likely to take advantage of FRGs than are other farmers.

Research setting and data collection methods

The empirical study on which this paper is based was conducted in Kabale in the south-western highlands of Uganda. Kabale is characterized by high population densities (456 inhabitant/km2), adequate bimodal rainfall (1000–1500 mm), high altitude (1900–2400 masl), and intensively cultivated and highly fragmented small landholdings. Land degradation and soil erosion are the serious constraints to agricultural production. Livelihood options for most people are limited to food crop production. The majority of farmers derive their farm income from the sale of agricultural products, mainly sorghum, potatoes, and beans. 


Kabale is one of the eight benchmark sites of the African Highlands Initiative (AHI). AHI was established in 1995 as an eco-regional program to develop research and development approaches for reversing land degradation and improving agricultural productivity and natural resources management in the highlands of east Africa (AHI, 1997). The program is under the umbrella of the Association for Strengthening Agricultural Research in East and Central Africa (ASARECA) and is convened by the World Agroforestry Centre (ICRAF). From the initial eight benchmark sites in five counties (Kenya, Uganda, Tanzania, Ethiopi,a and Madagascar), AHI is now focusing much of its work on four key benchmark sites in Ethiopia, Tanzania, Kenya, and Uganda.


The purpose of the program is to increase the capacity of small-scale farmers and research and development agencies. to develop, adapt and use innovative approaches to develop and disseminate technical, social, economic and policy innovations to sustain and improve agricultural production. This implies developing innovative approaches, methodologies, and integrated technologies for participatory natural resource management (NRM) research and development that increase the users’ capacity to innovate and manage resources and agricultural productivity issues in a sustainable way. The current program strategy now focuses on institutional change for transforming national agricultural research institutions to achieve innovation in NRM (Stroud, 2003). 

Data for this paper come from an empirical study of 21 FRGs using a combination of focus group discussions and participatory monitoring and evaluation tools. The analysis was complemented by an econometric analysis of survey questionnaires from a sample of 129 FRG members and 61 non-participating farmers selected using stratified and adaptive sampling techniques. Factors determining participation in FRG were determined using a Logit model. A Logit model is a regression technique that has been shown to be appropriate for examining qualitative dependent variables (such as participation), and permits their interpretation as probability (Lia, 1994). It has been extensively used in empirical adoption studies (CIMMYT, 1993; Feder et al., 1993). 

Results 

Profile of farmer research groups

Table 1 gives a profile of the 21 FRGs analysed in this paper. The majority (71%) of these were newly formed groups, whereas 29% of the FRGs were existing groups. The identification and formation of farmers groups were done through community meetings and participatory rural appraisals in different communities. Where there were existing groups, scientists directly introduced crop experimentation and management practices. In other cases farmers were asked to form groups in order to participate in the experimentation. 

Table 1

The average number of farmers in each group was 28 ranging from 10 to 45 farmers. The majority (76%) of FRGs were mixed groups of men and women, whereas 24% were exclusively women-only groups. At the time of this study, the majority of FRGs had completed at least two years (i.e., four seasons) of experiments on (a) variety evaluation on beans, maize, and potatoes; (b) integrated soil fertility management (combining organic and inorganic fertilizers), (c) integrated pest management of potatoes bacterial wilt and bean root rot and stem maggots; and (d) other agronomic practices (spacing, row planting, planting dates, intercropping and rotation, and agroforestry). Experiments were usually conducted on group learning plots, but in some cases the individual plots of group members were used. 

Types of participation in FRG

The first hypothesis states that different types of participation occur at different stages in the experimentation process. There are many typologies of FPR (Selener, 1998; Martin and Sherrington, 1997; Pretty et al., 1995; Okali et al., 1994; Biggs, 1989). However, the most popular classification is Biggs’ typology of participatory research. Based on the decision-making roles of scientists and farmers, Biggs distinguishes five types of FPR: 

1. Type A (contractual). Researchers make all the decisions alone without any organized communication with farmers. This usually involves contracting individual farmers to provide land and labor for setting up experimentations, controlled by researchers. This is typical of on-farm research popular within the farming systems research approach. 

2. Type B (consultative). Researchers make the key decisions but with organized communication with farmers. Farmers are simply consulted through rural appraisal exercises to rank their production constraints, problems, and priorities. This is usually a one-way communication in which researchers dominate the process and make all the decisions. 

3. Type C (collaborative). Decisions are made jointly by farmers and scientists through two-way, organized communication and continuous interaction between farmers and researchers. Farmers are considered to be key partners in the research process, not merely beneficiaries or sources of information. They are involved in making key decisions on the design, planning, monitoring, and management of experiments as well as analyzing data and using results. Their opinions and preferences are as important as the experimental results. 

4. Type D (collegial). Decisions are made by farmers collectively in a group process or by individual farmers who are involved in organized communication with scientists. Farmers have the major say in running the experiment but may seek advice from scientists who play more of a catalyst and facilitator role. This occurs in situations where farmers have acquired greater capacity to conduct experiments, The major emphasis here is on activities designed to increase farmers’ ability to do research and demand information and services from formal research and extension organizations. This is usually achieved through more empowering participatory learning and action research processes. 

5. Type E (farmer experimentation). This corresponds to farmer-led research whereby farmers conduct experiments on their own and make decisions individually or in a group without organized communication with scientists. The role of scientists is to identify and promote local innovations and strengthen farmers’ capacity to better experiment and integrate technologies from research organizations. 

Table 2

Drawing upon Biggs’ classification, Lilja and Ashby (2000) developed a checklist (Table 2) to assess the types of participatory research, based on the locus of decision-making that occur at different stages of the research process. Figure 1 shows the types of participation at the different stages of the participatory research process from the perspective of both researchers and farmers. 

We distinguished eight different stages within AHI’s participatory agro-ecosystem management approach. These included: (1) diagnostic, (2) solutions identification, (3) trial planning, (4) trial implementation, (5) trial management, (6) monitoring (data collection), (7) data analysis (evaluation), and (8) dissemination. In general, the dominant type of participation was consultative (Type B) at the diagnostic, planning, and monitoring stages, and more collaborative (Type C) in the management of experiments. Farmers’ participation evolved to a more collegial mode (Type D) in the dissemination stage. The FPR process usually started with participatory rural appraisals in the selected communities. Farmers were consulted on their production problems and constraints to production, using a range of participatory techniques such as pair wise ranking, problem tree analysis, and resource mapping. Scientists would then use their disciplinary expertise to decide on possible solutions and design experiments accordingly. The “best-bet” options then would be implemented on fields donated by farmers for group experimentation. 

Figure 1

It interesting to note that there were some important differences between farmer and researcher perceptions of the types and degree of participation at different stages in the experimentation process. For instance, while researchers indicated that they involved farmers in identifying and designing solutions, farmers perceived it to be a top-down process where researchers “brought medicine” to farmer problems. 

They came here the other day, called us to a meeting and we talked about our problems and constraints in growing our crops. When we said our soils were tired, and our beans have diseases, they told us that they will bring medicine to treat our plants and rejuvenate our soils. After some time, one of them came back and asked for land where to put their research. They brought us some new seeds and taught us how to plant in rows and we also planted our own seeds. We took care of their research and we learnt a lot. We will go to the field as a group and learn together. Some of them will come back and we will go to the field, they will look at the plants and write in their books. They even took our soils to Kampala for research but they have not told us what they found in our soils…But we now have good seeds that we are sharing with other people in our village. 

Although there were no systematic efforts to include farmer knowledge in designing experiments, it was clear that farmers were keen to take control over some stages in the research, often without researchers’ knowledge. For example, farmers assumed a greater role in the management and monitoring of experiments and spontaneous farmer-to-farmer dissemination, without the knowledge of or recommendations from the researcher. This suggests a need to give farmers more roles and responsibilities to enhance their ownership and the quality of their participation in the research process. 

Reflecting on the AHI experience with participatory research, Stroud (2003) notes that older researchers tend to feel uncomfortable with participatory methods and have less motivation to “hand over the stick,” while younger scientists lack confidence and experience in FPR. A senior scientist regularly observed,

My job as a scientist is not to waste time talking to farmers. These farmers don’t know what to do. My job is to do research, generate data that can be published and not do extension work or social science… I wonder why you are spending so much time in these villages, talking to farmers and asking them to comment on our experiments they don’t even understand….

Rather than being an individual opinion, this was an attitude initially shared by many scientists. Over the years, AHI has invested in approaches to participatory research that build the capacity of scientists and development partners, moving from consultative to more collegial types of participation. Over time, farmer and researcher interaction has become more collaborative. There are now some good examples of mutual learning through more collaborative and collegial types of participation, with farmers taking the lead in experimentation (Opondo et al., 2003).

 How does participation occur in FRGs?

Our initial hypothesis was that farmers’ participation in groups tend to follow the normal adoption curve (Rogers, 1995), rising slowly at first, accelerating to a maximum, and then increasing at gradually slower rates. We analysed the trend of participation in FRGs, at the different stages of the experimentation process. Results show that farmer participation does not follow the normal adoption curve (Figure 2). Rather, participation is high during the initial stages of the process. This is followed by a dramatic decrease as many farmers drop out of research groups, and then slowly increases toward the end of the first season. Many farmers who participated in the problem diagnosis and group formation stages later drop out when they discover that there are no immediate personal benefits or free handouts (e.g., fertilizers, seeds, pesticides, and credit). Some members lose interest; others drop out due to a lack of time or money, due to illness. The group then stabilizes toward the middle of the experimentation season and set clear norms and by-laws, reorganize to establish structures and leadership and become more cohesive. During the second or third season of experimentation, there is the tendency for some of the members who dropped out to return to the group and for new members to join the group. 

Figure 2

This pattern of participation is characterized by four distinctive life-cycle stages: forming, storming, norming, and performing (Pretty et al., 1995). Initially various individuals come together to create a new group for the purpose of conducting experiments or demonstrations. In this early forming stage they are still a collection of individuals, each with his/her own expectations and agenda and with little or no shared experience. Groups then enter a storming stage where personal expectations are not fulfilled, roles and responsibilities are taken on or rejected, and individuals drop out of the group. Most groups often go through a difficult period during their early development when the initial enthusiasm experienced at the motivational stage and diagnostic meetings has worn off. 

However, after going through this storming period FRGs consolidate their group structure and set norms and regulations with a clear sense of purpose. Once these norms have been established, the group gains greater cohesion and a clear sense of purpose and enters the performing stage. It is at this stage that the group will work more effectively. The confidence level of group members will increase to the level where group members are willing to try out new ideas, initiate new activities, and link up with other stakeholders. Some groups may be inclusive and open to new members, while the majority of FRGs establish norms to restrict new members. 

 Who participates in FRGs?

It cannot be assumed that farmers’ organizations will represent all groups in the local community (Bebbigton et al., 1994). One of the key issues when assessing the dynamics of participation, therefore, is to examine how representative group membership of the larger farming population. We hypothesised that gender and wealth would be criteria for distinguishing who participates as well as for assessing whether participants are representative of all end users or bring relevant expertise to the process. 

Gender

Cornwall (2003) observed that community-driven development, participatory planning, and other fine-sounding initiatives that make claims of participation can turn out to be driven by particular

gendered interests, leaving the least powerful without voice or much in the way of choice. Until recently gender has been a neglected element in agricultural research. Akerkar observed that even participatory approaches have lacked an awareness of gender and gender differences. “Gender was often hidden in participatory research in seemingly inclusive terms: the people, the community, the farmers” (2001: 3).

Previous studies on farmers’ research organizations have reported significant gender differences in farmers’ participation in groups. In his study on participatory evaluation of farmers’ organizations in Asia, Uphoff (1988) found that membership in farmers’ organizations was only about 5% female, and less than 1% of farmer representatives were women. Similarly, Ashby et al (2000) and Humphries et al. (2000) reported that the majority of farmer research committees in Latin America were male only, and men were the majority in mixed groups. We can therefore hypothesize that men are likely to dominate FRGs as they are more likely to have land and other resources for experimentation and are more likely to be in contact with external (research) organizations.

Figure 3 near here

Our results (Figure 3) show that there was a significantly higher participation of male farmers at the beginning of the process, compared to women. However, with time as FRGs progressed, the proportion of men decreased while the relative proportion of women increased dramatically. The majority of farmers who dropped out from the groups were men. After the storming stage, women represented about 67% of the farmers in mixed gender groups. Also about 25% of the 21 FRGs were women-only groups, sometimes with a male advisor or patron. By contrast, there were no exclusive, men-only groups. 

However, although the majority of members were women, their voices and choices may be neglected (Cornwall, 2003) if they are not represented or don’t participate in group decision-making and assume leadership positions. The analysis of FRG leadership showed that men occupied about 62% of the positions on FRGs executive committees, despite the fact that they represented about 30% of FRG members. We found that virtually all group leaders or chairpersons in mixed FRGs were men (92%), and 83% of group secretaries were also men. Women were often assigned secondary positions, sometimes as deputies to the major leadership (e.g., vice chair, assistant secretary) or as heads of newly created women’s interest groups (e.g., women’s affairs). In most groups, the position of treasurer (72%) was assigned to women because of their perceived integrity, transparency, and reliability. 

It is interesting, however, to note that there were important dynamics occurring in mixed groups and women increasingly are taking on leadership positions. Focus group discussion with FRG members revealed that more women are gaining confidence and actively participating in making decisions in groups where initially they would have avoided speaking. “We women participate in the work just as the men do. Although I was a little shy at first, I am now supremely confident in my ability to accurately document the work of our group.” We found that having a critical number of women on FRG executive committees helps to increase confidence and empower women by strengthening their social capital.

Wealth categories

Like gender, some authors point out that research and development organizations fail to work with the poorest groups who tend to select themselves out of activities, especially those demanding time, risk, or other commitments (Ashby and Sperling, 1994, Selener, 1997). There is therefore a risk that participation in FRG may result in the rich disproportionately capturing the benefits, to the detriment of the poor. There is no doubt that poverty exists in the different villages surveyed and indeed characterizes much of rural Africa. However, within villages, there are important social differentiations that may affect participation in FRGs. A common participatory technique used to examine the sources of vulnerability and the different wealth indicators in rural communities is wealth ranking (Grandin, 1988). This can provide a basis for exploring the ways in which rich and poor households differ as well as their pattern of participation in groups. Wealth ranking exercises pointed to the significant role of access to land. Other important criteria defining wealth or well being, are ownership of cattle and improved breeds, off-farm income, ability to send children to school, a house with iron sheet roofing, remittances from family members in Kampala, food security, and ownership of means of transport. Although variation exists wthin this category, based on productive resources and other assets, production and structural conditions (fragmented small land sizes, access to markets, poor infrastructures) are generally similar for rich and poor residents. We finally distinguished three broad categories based on locally and socially defined indicators of well-being. 

Table 3

Our results (Table 3) show that the majority of FRG members were in the average wealth or “not-so-poor” group (68% compared to 53% in the larger community). Resource-rich farmers represented 18% of FRG members and 21% in the larger community, while the “poor” represented 14% in FRGs compared to 26% in larger communities. We found no evidence to support the hypothesis that rich farmers monopolized participation or the technologies developed within FRG. Results clearly show that poor people equally participate in FRG. These findings suggest that FRGs provide a mechanism for sharing the benefits between different categories of farmers and for linking the poor to the non-poor. 

In the majority of FRGs, experiments were conducted on group learning plots often donated by a group member “for the good of the group” without any direct form of compensation or private benefit. In other cases, the experimental plot was rented out with group funds or donated by local authorities. A mechanism to reduce labor constraints was to work on FRG research plots as a group and to organize rotating labor groups among members, often women. As observed earlier, most experiments focused on simple technologies such as variety evaluation and less on complex NRM issues requiring more resources and property rights. In the case of variety evaluation, seeds of improved varieties selected by FRGs members were multiplied by a few members and then distributed to all group members for further multiplication and production in their own individual plots. This ensured that the benefits were equally shared among the different categories of farmers. The criteria for sharing benefits were related to more participation in group activities than to wealth and social status. Results of similar studies have also shown that poor people have successfully participated and equally benefited from participating in research and experimentation (Ashby et al., 2000; Humphries et al., 2000).
Determinants of farmer participation in FRGs

The identification of the specific characteristics of the participants is important in assessing the dynamics of participation as it determines who participates. We used a Logit regression model to determine what categories of farmers were likely to participate in FRGs and whether there were important differences between FRG members and non-members in terms of gender, age, education levels, income levels, availability of labor, location of the village, membership of local organizations, contact with extension services, and the like. 

Table 4

Our results (Table 4) show that five out of the 11 variables included in the model were significant in explaining farmers’ participation in FRG. These were (1) gender, (2) contact with extension services, (3) availability of family labor, (4) village distance, and (5) household decision-making pattern. The negative sign on gender confirms our earlier findings that male farmers have a lower probability of participation in FRGs than do women. The dropout rate is also higher for men than women. Furthermore, local groups are known to provide women with space for collective action and for building social capital. The results also revealed that farmers from households where a cooperative and bargaining decision-making pattern prevailed (i.e., men and women jointly making key decisions or women making decisions alone) had a higher probability of participation in FRG than did households where there was a single, male dominated decision-making pattern. 

In line with our earlier results, there were no significant differences in the economic and wealth circumstances between FRG members and the rest of the community, suggesting that resource-poor farmers are also involved in FRG, along with resource-rich farmers. Also, although positively correlated, the effects of education, age of the farmers, and household head status were not significant in explaining farmers’ participation in FRGs. The availability of family labor allows farmers to participate in group activities without negatively affecting their individual activities.

The results concerning membership of local organizations were unexpected, as it is known that farmers belonging to local organizations are more likely to participate and select themselves for new organizations. Usually, the majority of group members have been involved in past projects, and served as community leaders or members of local organizations. The results concerning contact with extension services were expected as many empirical findings have indicated that contact with extension services increases the probability of participation as farmers become more aware of innovations, and tend to select themselves for experimenting with innovations. These results could be explained by a self-selection process by which the more risk-averse farmers seek more information and participate in experiments. Similarly, village access was an important variable, as farmers living in remote villages were less likely to have contacts with external organizations such as researchers who limit themselves to more accessible villages. 

Discussion and Conclusions 

With the growing popularity of participatory research, researchers are no longer asking if participatory research should be used, but rather how it should be used. They are increasingly concerned with who participates, when, and at what stage of the research process and how to work with farmers. One important approach that is rapidly gaining ground is working with groups of farmers rather than individual farmers. There are good reasons for this. In addition to efficiency and cost-effectiveness, working with farmer research groups can be a more decentralized process, one that focuses on collective learning and on empowering farmers by strengthening their knowledge, skills, and networks. One of the great values of FRGs is that it lowers research costs of experimentation (Johnson et al. 2003) and builds farmers skills and the confidence to communicate more easily with each other and with research and development organizations. Gabre-Madhin and Haggblade (2003) recognize that the emergence of farmers’ groups has contributed significantly to recent success in African agriculture. 

Farmers groups are a powerful force for providing farmers with an array of collective services (including technology testing and dissemination), and for enabling collective action in natural resource management and sustainable natural resources management and development. The emergence of farmers’ groups has also shaped theoretical development in the field of social capital and natural resource management (Pretty, 2003; Uphoff and Mijiyatna, 2000). However, there is limited empirical and systematic analysis of the dynamics of participation in farmers’ groups. Such analysis is critical for building more effective ways of working with farmers and strengthening farmers’ research capacity. 

The empirical results reported on this paper suggest that there is no single FPR type, but that FPR is a dynamic process with different types of participation occurring at different stages in the research process. Although farmers were not systematically involved in deciding on the treatments and selecting technology options, they took an active part in deciding on the location of experiments, managing experiments, and sharing information and technologies with other farmers. Initially, the process left little space for farmers to participate in selecting options for experimenting, and contributing their perspectives for data analysis. The process also was flawed in a number of principles and good practices in participatory research (Vernooy and McDougall, 2003; Ashby, 2003). These include agreeing on a common clear agenda, negotiation of roles and responsibilities, blending different knowledge words, iterative learning with systematic feedback loops, a clear strategy for joint action, social change, and mutual benefits and quality partnerships 

Participatory research approaches build capacity, enabling farmers to increasingly take more roles and responsibilities, to gain and share skills and knowledge, and to enhance their confidence and social capital. A major emphasis in participatory research therefore should be to move the process toward more empowering collaborative, collegial participation to foster farmers’ capacity to innovate and experiment. 


The results of the study did not support the hypothesis that FPR excludes certain categories of farmers, especially women and poor, who may not have the resources to absorb the cost of participation. On the contrary, the findings suggest that FRGs are, in fact, effective mechanisms to reach women and poor farmers who are often by-passed by conventional research and development services. Several studies conducted by the World Bank in Africa, show that women’s groups are one of the most effective entry points for activities reaching poor households and are among the most effective local-level institutions (World Bank, 1998). Therefore, making significant efforts to involve women in research can bring significant returns to research. However, this requires moving beyond “head counting.” It requires bringing a more proactive gender perspective into strategies for amplifying voice and access to decision making by those marginalized or excluded from mainstream development initiatives (Cornwall, 2003). 

Given the current problems faced by agricultural research in developing countries, we argue that FRG can help increase the relevance of research to the needs of small scale farmers, increase the efficiency of technology development and dissemination, and widen the adoption and impact of agricultural technologies on the lives of resources poor farmers. We concur with Bebbigton et al. that “if we are serious about fostering the external forces to make research organizations client-driven rather than research driven, investments will have to be made in developing local farmers’ associations” (1994: 28).
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Table 1: Profile of Farmers Research Groups in Kabale

	FRG Characteristics 
	N= 21

	Number of mixed groups
	16 (76%)

	Number of all-women groups
	5 (24%)

	Number of all-men groups 
	0

	Proportion of women in mixed groups
	67%

	Average number of members
	28 (range 10–65)

	Number of existing groups
	6 (29%)

	Number of new groups
	15 (71%)

	Average number of technologies
	2.1 (range 1–7)

	Average number of experiment seasons (two seasons/year)
	3.5 (range 1–8)


Table 2. Checklist to determine the nature of farmer participation at different stages of the research process. 

	WHO DECIDES?
	
	
	
	
	

	DESIGN/PLANNING 
	A
	B
	C
	D
	E

	 1
	What is the target group or clientele at the research initiation stage?
	
	
	
	
	

	 2
	What are the topics, opportunities, or problems at the diagnosis stage? 
	
	
	
	
	

	 3
	What is the most important problem or opportunity that has been identified for research?
	
	
	
	
	

	 4
	What are the available solutions and relevant information about the problem or opportunity?
	
	
	
	
	

	 5
	Are the available solutions inadequate and does more information need to be generated?
	
	
	
	
	

	 6
	What is the relative importance of solutions that have been identified?
	
	
	
	
	

	 7
	Which solutions are worth testing?
	
	
	
	
	

	TESTING
	
	
	
	
	

	 8
	What is the target group or clientele for evaluating the potential innovations or technology options?
	
	
	
	
	

	 9
	Should the testing be done on farm, or on station, or both?
	
	
	
	
	

	10
	What aspects of innovation or technology option are important to evaluate?
	
	
	
	
	

	11
	What is the yardstick for measuring what is an acceptable solution or not? 
	
	
	
	
	

	12
	What is recommended to other farmers?
	
	
	
	
	

	DIFFUSION
	
	
	
	
	

	13
	What is the target group for awareness building, validation, and dissemination of technology options? 
	
	
	
	
	

	14
	When, to whom, and in what way to promote awareness of solutions and publicize information about it?
	
	
	
	
	

	15
	When, to whom, and in what way to supply new inputs needed for adoption?
	
	
	
	
	

	16
	When, to whom, and in what way to teach new skills needed for adoption?
	
	
	
	
	


A = Contractual (scientists alone without organized communication with farmers), B = consultative (scientists alone with organized communication with farmers), C = collaborative (scientists and farmers jointly through organized communication),D = collegial (farmers alone with organized communication with scientists), and E = farmer experimentation (farmers alone without organized communication with scientists).

Table 3: Comparison of wealth categories between FRG members and other farmers in the communities (%)

	Wealth Categories
	FRG members
	Other farmers

	Class 1: Resource-rich farmers 


	18
	21

	Class 2: Average farmers
	68


	53

	Class 3: Resource-poor farmers
	14
	26

	Total 
	100
	100


Table 4. Determinants of farmers’ participation in Farmer Research Group: A Logit model 

	Variables
	Coefficients
	Std Error
	T ratio
	Mean of X
	Std Dev. of X

	Gender (men = 1, women =0)
	-2.50
	1.25
	-2.00**
	0.48
	0.50

	Age of the farmer (years)
	0.96E-01
	0.84E-01
	1.15
	37.62
	11.74

	Education level (years of schooling)
	0.39E-01
	0.20
	0.19
	6.62
	3.69

	Family labor (household size)
	0.60
	0.31
	1.92**
	5.95
	2.43

	Extension contacts 
	2.48
	0.77
	3.20***
	1.75
	2.21

	Village distance 
	1.31
	0.75
	1.73*
	5.95
	2.43

	Decision making pattern
	3.69
	1.48
	2.48**
	1.26
	0.65

	Household headship status 
	-0.43
	1.25
	-0.34
	1.06
	0.49

	Membership in associations
	0.29
	1.24
	0.23
	1.55
	0.74

	Wealth category
	0.35
	1.05
	0.33
	2.22
	0.52

	Constant 
	-2.941
	9.76
	-2.35**
	
	

	Log-likelihood
	-117.33
	
	
	
	

	Percent of correct predictions 
	94.17%
	
	
	
	

	Sample size 
	170
	
	
	
	


*** Singificant at 1%, ** singificant at 5%, * significant 10%

Impacts?
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