Assessing Innovations in Agricultural Research and Development Partnerships

Laxmi Prasad Pant and Helen Hambly Odame

School of Environmental Design and Rural Development, University of Guelph, Canada
Abstract

Recently, literature on assessing projects, programmes and policies have moved from output assessment (assessing implementation of activities) to include outcome assessment, which assesses impacts of a particular intervention on problems like poverty and hunger, social exclusion and environmental degradation (Kusek and Rist, 2004). While this shift obviously broadened the scope of monitoring and evaluation literature, the systems of innovation theorists particularly in rural development and agriculture argue that the dominant paradigm of economic impact assessment fails to provide research and development actors with critical institutional lessons (Hall et al., 2003). Such lessons can serve as valuable inputs to important interventions. Although the system of innovation framework has appeared as a holistic learning framework, analytical and methodological issues to assess systems performance have yet to emerge fully (Carlsson et al., 2002). Therefore, it is timely and imperative to develop a holistic framework to assess the impact of research, development and innovations on economic, social and environmental changes. Based on in-depth case studies of  a series of the public-private partnerships projects in Nepal and India, which were implemented under DFID’s 11 year Renewable Natural Resources Research Strategy (RNRRS) programme between 1995 and 2006, this research identified critical incidents that help or hinder learning and innovations. Based on this qualitative study, an innovation assessment tool was developed in the form of a structured questionnaire. The questionnaire includes questions on background of respondents, background of the organization they work with, statements about organizational environment for learning and innovations, and nature and scope of the stakeholder interactions. The statements about organizational environment for innovations were formulated into a form of questionnaire to be ranked by respondents along four point Likert scale, 1 = ‘statement never applies’, 2 = ‘seldom applies’, 3 = ‘often applies’, and 4 = ‘very often applies’ to the respondents’ current organizational environments. Similar scales were also assigned to mode of stakeholder interactions. The innovation performance assessment tool thus developed takes about 20 to 30 minutes to complete, and can be administered in an interview mode or as a self-administered questionnaire. Although this approach is based on the work of Amabile et al. (1996) on assessing work environment for creativity (creativity as new ways of thinking), this research focuses on organizational environment for innovations (innovation as new ways of doing things).  As described in a recent work on systems of innovation in agriculture, organizational environment can be restrictive and supportive attitudes and practices of stakeholders (World Bank, 2007). Specifically, the innovation assessment tool intends to assess changes in habits and practices of stakeholders. After-pretesting and necessary revisions, the questionnaire was administered with 165 (30%) scientific staffs of 11 organizations related to rice innovations in Nepal, and 12 organizations related to mango innovations in India. These organizations include public and private organizations from research, education, extension and social mobilization, and enterprise domains. Such data provides three major ways to compare changes in habits and practices through their involvement in public-private knowledge networks. The first comparison was done between the scientists who were more active in tacit knowledge networks (inter-personal interactions) and those who were more active in codified knowledge networks. The second was comparison between those who participated in public-private knowledge networks and who did not participate at all. Although it could not be implemented in this particular research, a third learning-based comparative assessment would be to compare changes in perceived organizational environment before and after an intervention. It is to assess organizational learning processes in real-life contexts as they are embedded in the culture of an organization, and provide important institutional lessons to improve the overall system performance.  In addition to the assessment of outputs and outcomes (the results-based monitoring and evaluation), this study proposed an innovation performance assessment approach to complement the dominant paradigm of economic impact assessment. 
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