Innovative ways of assessing outcomes and impacts of participatory research on rice in Nepal and Bangladesh
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The outcomes of highly client-oriented breeding (COB) and participatory varietal selection (PVS) on rice in Bangladesh and Nepal were assessed using a range of techniques all of which included some level of farmer participation. These were: household level questionnaires (HLQs) using structured interviews; focus group discussions (FGDs); in-depth, semi-structured interviews; and the use of the global positioning system (GPS) to do transects that can be repeated over time. The less structured approaches such as FGDs were very simple, and hence cost-effective, and were used to triangulate the results from the more systematic surveys. The in-depth interviews provided new information on varietal traits that were not found with more formal methods and also allowed detailed information to be collected on impacts on livelihoods. 
Measures of adoption varied with the various sampling method we used. The GPS method was the most unbiased but we had to substantially revise the sampling strategy we initially used to reduce the demand on resources. We found that the FGDs were a vital complement to this method both for triangulation and for revealing the presence of varieties that the predetermined GPS sampling points missed. 

We found that the adoption of the varieties, identified by PVS or bred by COB, was rapid in marginal and in more favourable agricultural environments. In Bangladesh, over 90% of the households in some villages adopted the new varieties within three years of their first introduction. However, at early stages in the adoption process, lack of seed and information meant that measurable adoption with the assessment techniques we used was found only in villages where there had been at least some, albeit often very limited, project activities. We identified farmer-to-farmer seed transactions that spread seed beyond the original villages where we had worked and found evidence of the spread of information to new villages. 
The amount of seed distributed in farmer-to-farmer seed transactions relative to the area it occupied was a strong predictor of the increasing popularity of a variety. In Nepal, new varieties accounted for nearly half of the farmer-to-farmer seed transactions in the study villages. In Bangladesh, about half of adopters subsequently distributed seed and over 80% of farmers did so when more seed was available because they could grow rice in two seasons of the year. 
There was substantial impact in several dimensions of peoples' livelihoods. Food sufficiency levels considerably improved. Additional cash from the sale of surplus grain, or because grain no longer had to be purchased for household needs, was used by the farmers for various purposes. There were beneficial changes in cropping patterns in both Bangladesh and Nepal due to the introduction of shorter duration rice varieties. 
