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4. Where new research methods must be progressively developed over time and where capacity building 
and institutional change is a key programme target, there is a need to stay in the ‘invested’ sites so as to 
build ‘social capital’ (of researchers and community groups) and the capacity of the ‘change’ team. 

5. Teamwork requires different planning, implementation and reward mechanisms that are not usually 
institutionalised.  EARO and DRD identified the reward and M&E structures as key areas for review. 

6. Careful organisation is required to accommodate various stakeholders and those involved in levels of 
research (site, national and regional), and associated stakeholders. 

7. ASARECA and AHI realised that learning how to manage institutional change and capacity building 
are necessary components of the AHI programme in order to develop and use the INRM approach. 

8. There is now a strong realization by those active in the AHI program that research needs to be much 
better integrated into development processes so as to inform these processes, and the EARO and DRD 
cases indicated that institutional linkage arrangements to do so need to be revisited. 

9. It is not easy for people in public funded research organisations to adopt new, expanded roles because 
they work in a broader organisational context, where the role expectations from others are historical 
and not easy to change (feedback from researchers). 

10. Implementers of AHI have been using an output, outcome, and impact orientation in their planning and 
implementation.  Given the challenges of adopting NRM technologies and arrangements, the 
outcomes, i.e., finding ways to achieve changes in behaviour, have become forefront in the activities.  
This has led the NARI research team scientists to have a heightened interest in developing facilitation 
skills to influence empowerment. 

  
DEVELOPING RESEARCHER AND ORGANISATIONAL CAPACITY 

 
Key challenges have been: to develop and practice new methods and approaches where there is limited 
competence, to face challenges from senior, non-practising researchers and sceptics who have limited 
understanding, and to match expectations for quick, high-quality results with the time required to develop 
competence.  Some key lessons and principles for developing researcher and organizational capacity follow: 
 
1. Iterative concept development (necessary for implementing INRM) should link to practical application, 

e.g., it should be grounded in experience.  These two important ingredients built and positively 
changed the AHI research group, and were important in advancing knowledge and the agenda.  This 
requires good leadership and facilitation; 

2. Capacity limitations in areas beyond technology development have had a major influence on agenda 
development, and the speed and quality of implementation.  Institutions are realising the need for new 
disciplinary and skill areas; e.g., for example, EARO said it needs sociologists, anthropologists, 
ecologists, systems agronomists, facilitators and enterprise development specialists, as well as skills in 
process monitoring and documentation, participatory research, and improved analysis and synthesis 
skills; 

3. AHI found that regional training workshops were useful but insufficient to develop new skill areas and 
concepts, and to put these into practice.  It is now using a ‘mentoring’ system to develop competencies 
– with strong practical field follow-up; 

4. AHI, EARO and DRD have identified multiple success factors for managing an INRM approach for 
effective R&D.  The joint development and application of an assessment process has shown managers 
and practitioners that there are some deficit areas in the current implementation of research.  This has 
led to reform and capacity building plans; 

5. EARO and DRD assessed their INRM research quality.  The analysis at both NARIs showed that better 
links for learning need to be institutionalised so as to identify and share the ‘best practices’ from 
project ‘islands’, and so that managers and researchers share experiences and concerns in dialogue and 
feedback sessions; 

6. Assessment of research quality against a vision of desired outcome and impacts proved helpful for 
building understanding and to appreciate the usefulness of the multiple dimensions of the INRM 
approach; 

7. ‘Pilot’ sites and teams are useful for: building competence in INRM of individuals through practical 
experience; providing examples of INRM concepts in practice and their local impact; and providing a 
working example of INRM to interested institutions; 
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8. Use of action research to gain insight into the ‘how to’ areas for INRM (collective action, group 
management, innovation systems management, enterprise development chain management) calls for 
improved skills in facilitation, observation, documentation, qualitative data management, and 
combined qualitative and quantitative data analysis; 

9. Values and principles for operating effective research have assisted those involved in AHI, EARO and 
DRD to clarify the researchers’ role, responsibilities and relationship to the clients – making the 
research process more accountable in human terms and opening the door for dialogue with clients, 
which allows a more equitable control of the research process. 

 
PLANNING FOR INRM 

 
Key challenges have been to balance interests, to balance top-down and bottom-up planning, and to move into a 
process management mode: 
 
1. Planning needs to be flexible, iterative and dynamic, given INRM programme complexity and multiple 

stakeholder views.  It is a challenge  to find ways to reduce transaction costs, but also to see whether 
the benefits outweigh the transaction costs over time; 

2. Conventional planning using log frame formats is not helpful for INRM research, where process, 
action research (where iterative learning and adjustment must take place) and empirical research (that 
is strategically inserted), need a flexible and dynamic but output-oriented planning frame; 

3. It is important to include some ‘outsiders’ in the planning and budgeting processes to diffuse ‘agenda 
seekers’, power relationship problems, and suspected vested interests; 

4. Planning needs to be cyclical and renewed by incorporating feedback from users and policy changes so 
that direction can be influenced; 

5. Weak demand results in weak agendas.  Initial investment must therefore be made to develop the 
capacity of the demand side; 

6. INRM must have multiple inputs and be programmed in an integrated way to deal with complex issues.  
However, partners often want to (or have to) remain committed to their mandate and find it difficult to 
branch out into domains beyond the mandate.  Thus, some parts of the plans are more difficult to 
accomplish; 

7. In start-up phases, some ecoregional programmes placed too much emphasis on characterisation, at the 
expense of focusing on strategic problem issues. 

 
INTEGRATING DISCIPLINES AND INTEGRATING STRATEGIC AND APPLIED R&D 
 
This has been one of the largest challenges for AHI, and where contribution will probably be greatest if we 
succeed.  Experience suggests: 
 
1. There are still large deficits in tackling the social and policy dimensions of INRM and integrating these 

with biophysical and economic dimensions at the various levels; 
2. ‘Reductionist’ treatment of the elements in the system is insufficient to improve field, farm and 

landscape systems, therefore we need ‘systems’ specialists and new approaches.  These are hard to find 
and operationalise, given the current orientation of most research institutions; 

3. Creating an integrated agenda that can be operationalised has been difficult when partners have a 
commodity bias in interests/expertise, and where organisation of research is along commodity lines.  
Integration has been easier to achieve in national agricultural research systems that take a regional or 
zonal approach for organising staff and resources; 

4. Integration (and partnerships) needs to be managed, and requires an approach development in itself; 
5. AHI’s programme was positively influenced by major evaluations and stakeholder consultations 

because these provided significant contributions towards directing it into new avenues, and for 
negotiating partnership and agenda issues; 

6. Participatory approaches and action research is often seen by hard-core scientists as non-scientific 
development work; yet quality science can be brought to bear on these processes.  This divide often 
deters ‘modellers’ from working together with bottom-up, more social processes.  A change in mind-
set is needed; 
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7. Many organisations have been slow to realise that method, approach and process development are part 
and parcel of the scientific process, and make direct contributions to improve development and 
innovation processes and overcome adoption bottlenecks. 

 
GAINING PARTNERSHIP EXPERIENCE 

 
A key challenge was that ‘partnership’ at the onset was a loosely used word, and there was limited thoughtful 
planning or management for starting, monitoring and maintaining different types of partnerships.  Some 
experiences in building and sustaining partnerships are summarized here: 
 
1. Generally, the ecoregional programmes have been very successful in bringing together and managing 

partners from a much broader range of organizations than ever before.  Partners are successfully 
involved in some degree of decision-making at various levels of the programme; 

2. Non-governmental organisations, development partners and the private sector were not explicitly 
invited to the table at first.  Now, most ecoregional programmes explicitly involve these entities; 

3. Initial engagement by research entities in the ecoregional programmes was driven to a large extent by 
funding expectations, with the intention of doing more of the same, rather than venturing into the new 
INRM domain.  When it became clear that funds were limited and the agenda was progressive, there 
were many dropouts; 

4. Some organisations sustained their engagement because of strong agenda intersection, as a result of 
timing in their organisational history, and they were interested in enduring the longer processes that led 
to institutional engagement, due to good leadership and a build-up of trust.  Benefits have to outweigh 
perceived costs to encourage participation;  

5. If funds were available to initially ‘oil’ partnerships, the more mature partnerships lasted through 
harder funding times because initial intellectual products and working together were compelling; 

6. Partnership-building elements and skills were underestimated in the beginning.  It is a complex process 
that requires efficient management and time investment to ensure that partners are carefully assessed, 
mutual benefits are identified, roles and responsibilities are clearly defined, and mechanisms for 
conflict resolution are in place; 

7. Partnership and team management training in AHI greatly assisted in raising awareness that these two 
areas require input and leadership, and are not just ‘words on paper’.  National agricultural research 
institutes, international agricultural research centres and ASARECA are now interested in explicitly 
managing partnerships; 

8. Tension developed over relative costs and the contributions made from national and international 
partners.  Fund allocation caused stress and competition between the high cost and low cost partners.   

9. The funding environment continues to promote competition and not integration and partnership, as 
have leadership styles. 

 
CREATING ENABLING CONDITIONS 
 
This was a key challenge for the ecoregional programmes, where lack of clarity and limited investment were 
major barriers.  Experiences suggest: 
 

1. Governance mechanisms need to be clear.  The CGIAR did not think this through for the ecoregional 
programmes.  There was confusion over the degree of ownership, decision-making powers and 
governance role of the convenor and their board of trustees; 

2. A steering committee with well thought-out membership, and with a co-ordination or facilitation unit, 
has been the most common ecoregional programme governance structure.  Some steering committees 
became too large, so the issue became how to get fair representation.  To do this, structures have been 
developed to allow for operation and stakeholder input at different levels (consortia, countries, 
benchmark sites); 

3. There was an assumption that everyone came to the table as equal contributors, which is not the case.  
It is important to recognise the unequal-ness of partners; 

4. The ecoregional programmes learned that different stages of decision-making require different roles, 
e.g., consultation, decision-making on priorities and resources allocated, follow-up by management, 
M&E, etc; 
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5. Good facilitation, co-ordination and leadership were key ingredients.  Broad experience, wide technical 
expertise, experience in the research and development arenas, and strong vision are required.  This was 
the case at regional, national and site levels of operation; 

6. As funding went up and down, programmes did not shrink and expand readily: Funding levels 
promised 39 percent and gave 8 percent – some felt that this killed the ecoregional programmes before 
they got off the ground; 

7. No learning culture was set up between and within the programmes until recently for AHI.  If this need 
had been recognised and invested in, we feel that faster progress would have been made; and 

8. Communicating the mission and impacts of the ecoregional programmes has been universally difficult 
and the publishing record has been generally poor.  Analysis revealed that this was due to under-
investment and limited planning in this area, very demanding and stretched work schedules of the co-
ordinators, and limited investment or interest in producing synthesis products. 

 
PAYOFFS: ADVANCES IN INSTITUTIONAL AND TECHNICAL DIMENSIONS 
 

The payoffs from using the INRM approach and organisational model are multiple: 
 
1. There are many successful cases where science and farmer knowledge have been successfully linked, 

resulting in new technologies and management practices, particularly in integrated soil fertility 
management; 

2. The concept of ‘linked technologies’, where multiple options were experimented with by farmer 
interest groups with inputs from a multi-disciplinary team, led to improvements in soil conservation, 
fertility management and food and income for various social strata; 

3. Exploration of traditional knowledge and means of managing NRM is uncovering collective action 
pathways that can be supported in future; 

4. Improved partnership arrangements and co-ordination have emerged around solving major problems 
identified by farmer communities; 

5. By working directly with communities, researchers have gained personal insights into poverty 
dimensions and the limited adoption of improved technologies – leading them to change their research 
methods and hypotheses; 

6. By working in a multidisciplinary team that includes development agents, researchers coming from a 
single-disciplinary perspective have realised the limits of their discipline, and that combined expertise 
and technologies go farther in solving systems problems, and they have been exposed to development 
perspectives that have been taken up in their research agenda; 

7. Farmer assessment, knowledge and feedback on technologies have positively influenced the 
technology development process and the research agendas; 

8. We can show where action research is contributing to development processes, improved analytical 
skills of farmers, and catalysed dialogue between the actors involved in the development process; 

9. A number of research managers and researchers have realised the need for cultural and organisational 
change and for the processes that enable this to happen to be understood so that they can be managed; 

10. Process research and knowledge management structures are being designed and developed as a 
response to need for science quality as well as flexibility; 

11. We have ventured into new research domains and partnerships that would not have been tackled 
through single organizational structures; 

12. Integration of social and policy dimensions is indeed starting to occur; 
13. Appreciation of and operationalization of improved farmer participation has materialized and is having 

positive benefits to all parties, as witnessed by improved capacity levels (for technical innovation and 
organizational management).  

 
Challenges aside, the emerging so-called ‘organisation model for INRM’ described above, conforms to a 
number of the principles of an ‘adhocracy’ – which is an organisational type that has potential for flexibility 
and learning.  It is characterised by the production of complex outputs that demand sophisticated innovation by 
combinations of experts deployed in teams, and where co-ordination is achieved, less by direct supervision, 
performance controls and rules, than by selective decentralisation.  The power to make decisions is 
decentralised in uneven ways and devolves to the person or level that is most likely to have the expertise 
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needed to deal with the issue at hand.  It allows for patterns of working together that emerge in a self-organising 
way; management creates a climate where a variety of strategies can grow (Ashby 2001).   
 
A learning organisation as defined by Senge (1990) mentions: a willingness to take risks and experiment, 
decentralised decision-making, systems for sharing learning and putting into practice, frequent use of cross-
functional work teams, daily opportunities to learn from experience, a culture of feedback and disclosure, and 
collective vision building.  This may be a model worth considering for research organisations and partnerships 
in the future. 
 

References 
 

Ashby, J. A. (2001) Integrating research on food and the environment: An exit strategy from the rational fool 
syndrome in agricultural science. Conservation Ecology 5 (2), 20 [online] URL: 
http://www.consecol.org/vol5/iss2/art20 

Gottret, M. V. & White, D. (2001) Assessing the impact of integrated natural resource management: 
Challenges and experiences. Conservation Ecology, 5 (2), 17 [online] URL: 
http://www.consecol.org/vol5/iss2/art17 

Hagmann, J., Chuma, E., Muriwira, K., Connolly, M. & Ficarelli, P. (2002) Success factors in integrated 
natural resource management R&D: Lessons from practice. Conservation Ecology, 5 (2), 29 [online] URL: 
http://www.consecol.org/vol5/iss2/art29 

Harrington, L. (2001) Delivering the goods: Scaling out results of natural resource management research. 
Conservation Ecology, 5 (2), 19 [online] URL:  http://www.consecol.org/vol5/iss2/art19 

ISNAR (2001) Meeting the challenge of ecoregional research. An international workshop on organising and 
managing ecoregional programmes, Wageningen, The Netherlands, 26–28 March 2001. International 
Service for National Agricultural Research (ISNAR). 

Sayer, J. & Campbell, B. (2001) Research to integrate productivity enhancement, environmental protection and 
human development (Editorial). Conservation Ecology, 5 (2), 32. [online] URL: 
http://www.consecol.org/vol5/iss2/art32 

Senge, P. (1990) The fifth discipline: The art and practice of the learning organization. London: Century 
Business 

Senge, P., Roberts, C., Ross, R., Smith, B., Roth, G. & Kleiner, A. (1999) The dance of change: The challenges 
to sustaining momentum in learning organizations. New York: Doubleday. 

Stroud, A. (2003) Transforming institutions to achieve innovation in research and development, Chapter 5. In 
B. Pound, S. Snapp, C. McDougall and A. Braun (eds.), Managing Natural Resources for Sustainable 
Livelihoods: Uniting Science and Participation, pp. 88-112. London: Earthscan Publications. 

Stroud, A. (2003) Linked technologies for increasing adoption and impact. AHI Brief A3. Kampala: African 
Highlands Initiative. 

Stroud, A. & Hagmann, J. (eds) (2002) Analysis and processing of the field assessment of participatory 
research by the Department of Research and Development (DRD), Ministry of Agriculture and Food 
Security, Tanzania. Workshop documentation, 21–26 Jan 2002, Dar es Salaam, Tanzania. 

Stroud, A. & Hagmann, J. (eds) (2002) Analysis and processing of the field assessment of participatory 
research by the Ethiopian Agricultural Research Organization. Workshop documentation, 17–21 June 
2002, Addis Ababa, Ethiopia. 

TAC (1992) An Ecoregional Approach to Research in the CGIAR, Part C.  In: Expansion of the CGIAR 
System, pp. 267-307. 

TAC (1994) Review of Proposals for Systemwide and Ecoregional Initiatives. ICW 1994. 
AGR/TAC:IAR/94/11.  

 


