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Introduction 

An e a r l i e r version of t h i s paper was produced for a professional 

audience m t h a s p e c i a l i s t i n t e r e s t i n the organisation and management 

of i r r i g a t i o n schemes i n developing countries.^ However, i t was f e l t 

that i t could u s e f u l l y be reworked in t o an ODI Working Paper f o r a wider 

readership, on the grounds that i t deals with a research/problem-solving 

methodology with applications that extend w e l l beyond i r r i g a t i o n . Though 

t h i s new version i s s t i l l permeated by references to i r r i g a t i o n - to 

i l l u s t r a t e the p o t e n t i a l for applying action research i n a p a r t i c u l a r 

management context - i t s main purpose i s to encourage thought and d i s 

cussion about action research as a t o o l for organisational change i n 

general. For a l l of us who are not s o l e l y concerned with the planning 

of development programmes and projects but also with t h e i r implementation 

(and that should include a l l good planners), a good understanding of 

a c t i o n research techniques would seem e s s e n t i a l . T̂ Ihen i t comes to 

t r y i n g to in^jrove the way decisions are made, conventional ' p o s i t i v i s t ' 

research often has remarkably l i t t l e inpact on p r e v a i l i n g p r a c t i c e . 

This may have nothing to do with the q u a l i t y of the research as such -

i t may be of the highest i n t e l l e c t u a l c a l i b r e . I t ' s j u s t that i t ' s 

the wrong kind of research f o r that kind of j o b . 

The main objectives of the A g r i c u l t u r a l Administration Unit of ODI 

are to carry out comparative research i n t o the organisation and management 

of a g r i c u l t u r a l support services i n developing countries and, through 

dissemination of research r e s u l t s and more d i r e c t advisory work, to help 

bring about improved performance of those s e r v i c e s . My own p a r t i c u l a r 

concern has been with the ms.nagement of i r r i g a t i o n shcemes. In a recent 

study f o r the ¥ o r l d Bank of the organisation and management of large 

i r r i g a t i o n schem.es i n A s i a , I found major weaknesses i n scheme performance, 

1 'Action research towards improved water d i s t r i b u t i o n ' . Paper 1/31/2 

c i r c u l a t e d to members of the A g r i c u l t u r a l Administration Unit's 

I r r i g a t i o n Management Network (October 1931), 
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p r i n c i p a l l y as a r e s u l t of d e f i c i e n c i e s i n government agencies' management 

of water d i s t r i b u t i o n betxireen the head of the i r r i g a t i o n system and the 

watercourse outlets.''' On very conservative assumptions, I concluded that 

i n the predominantly rice-growing areas of A s i a , programmes designed to 

improve the management of water d i s t r i b u t i o n could be expected to generate 

average production increases of at le a s t 20%. This would mean an increase 

i n r i c e production i n the South/South East Asian region of about 20 m i l l i o n 

tons of r i c e without any major c a p i t a l expenditure ( B o t t r a l l 1930a: 24), 

Given the very high cost of constructing new i r r i g a t i o n works and the 

s c a r c i t y of c a p i t a l resources i n most developing countries, one might 

expect an e n t h u s i a s t i c response to measures which could b r i n g benefits of 

such magnitude through the s u b s t i t u t i o n of management for c a p i t a l . However, 

fo r reasons explained l a t e r i n the paper, governments and aid agencies 

have tended to be markedly reluctant to address themselves s e r i o u s l y to 

the problem of poor main system management. As a r e s u l t , I have become 

in c r e a s i n g l y convinced that research of the kind I did f o r the IJorld Bank -

which involved f a i r l y d e t a i l e d evaluations of scheme performance and 

management i n four countries - i s u n l i k e l y to be enough on i t s omi to 

have a s i g n i f i c a n t impact on the way major decisions are taken. To break 

doxm the widespread resistance to improving the management of i r r i g a t i o n 

schemes, and of water d i s t r i b u t i o n i n p a r t i c u l a r , another requirement 

(though not n e c e s s a r i l y the only one) i s that such evaluations should be 

followed and reinforced by further research of a d i f f e r e n t kind - and that 

i s aoti-on veseeo?Gh, 

My conception of action research i n the i r r i g a t i o n context has been 

a ylZot act-ion programm involving expexnments in dttemative management 

methods which a research team helps to design mid monitor, with a view to 

the subsequent replication of the approach on a larger scale after field 

tests have shown it to be viable. Having advocated the idea f o r some time 

i n f a i r l y general terms and found that i t was a t t r a c t i n g increasing i n t e r e s t 

1 Referred to i n the rest of the paper as 'main system management'. On 

large canal networks^ the watercourse outlets are u s u a l l y the points at 

which r e s p o n s i b i l i t y f o r system operation and tiaintenance passes from 

government agencies to farmers - government being responsible f o r the 

main system canals and fanners f o r the r e l a t i v e l y small watercourse 

channels whose purpose i s to convey x-;ater from the canals to i n d i v i d u a l 

farms. 



i n several countries, I f e l t the need to look i n greater d e t a i l at the r e a l 

meaning of a c t i o n research and i t s l i k e l y implications i n p r a c t i c e . This 

led me to consult the vnritings of s o c i a l science analysts who uere f a m i l i a r 

with the use of action research as a too l for organisational change i n 

other contexts - i n most cases commercial or i n d u s t r i a l enterprises i n 

r i c h c o u ntries. It was reassuring to f i n d that my understanding of the 

action research process was consistent m t h t h e i r s . However, i t was also 

apparent that a d d i t i o n a l elements xrould need to be introduced into the 

process i f i t was to be f u l l y e f f e c t i v e i n the context of i r r i g a t i o n 

schemes i n developing countries. 

The f i r s t part of t h i s paper discusses the p e c u l i a r c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s 

of a c t i o n research, with special emphasis on those which d i s t i n g u i s h i t 

from ' p o s i t i v i s t ' s o c i a l science research. This i s followed by a more 

de t a i l e d look at the context of large-scale i r r i g a t i o n management i n 

developing countries and the consequent need for adaptation i n a c t i o n 

research methods. The l a s t section deals with some of the most common 

p i t f a l l s and dangers of action research. 



\Taat exactly Is a c t i o n research? 

Action research has had quite a long l i i s t o r y T-rithin the s o c i a l s ciences. 

F i r s t use of the terra i s attributed, to :'v;rt Letvin in. 1?4G (Susmr?. end Evered 

ir?.": 5"(-), One of i t s e s s e n t i a l features i s i t s dependence on close 

c o l l a b o r a t i o n between researchers and c l i e n t s i n seeking solutions to . 

problems of orjranisation and r'^nageiient. In t h i s i t d i f f e r s r a d i c a l l y f r o n 

more cor v s n t i o n a l approaches to organisational a n a l y s i s , i n t»hich researchers, 

a:!optin:^ the pOv<;itivist stance of physical or biolo.-^ical s c i e n t i s t s , have 

Gou:5ht to l e a r n abou-t o r f a a i s a t i o n a l strticture an.-l behaviour f r o n the p o s i t i o n 

of dip i n teres ta'.'', detached an-1 neutral observers. Fron t h i s stance the people 

i n the organisations concerned are seen as objects of external enquiry or 

experiment rather t!:an as p o t e n t i a l collaborators i n decislon-makinf^. 

Prcponerits a c t i o a research have tended to d i r e c t t h e i r c r i t i c i s m s 

of the p o s i t i v i s t ap'->roach at two r^ain targets: conventional nanagenent 

consultants on the or;a hand and c e r t a i n rif.orously ' s c i e n t i f i c * acp-detiic 

theoreticians on the other. Both are c r i t i c i s e d for seekinr^ to analyse 

organisations frora the outside instead of enterint^ into an equal anc 

c o l l a b o r a t i v e r e l a t i o n s h i p with thep, and f o r f a i l i n " to e s t a b l i s h strong 

l i n k s betireen theory and p r a c t i c e . In conventional consultancy work, key 

decisions tenci to be taken by the c l i e n t , who defines the problems to be 

in'/astigated and drairs up the often narrow tenas of reference under xrhich 

tha consultants are expected to operate. The consultants' overriainp, objective 

i s to solve p a r t i c u l a r problems of inrietliate concern to the c l i e n t and they 

attach l i t t l e importance to the deve.lopT'.ent of general theory (cf Clar!:; C -24). 

!!eanT7!iile the acadeiiics devote themselves to studies whose r e s u l t s are of ralnircal 

relevance to deciGion-'rakin€': i n the r e a l T^orld. The c h i e f char'i^es made against 

them are that they have encourage! the divorce o.f theor;^ from p r a c t i c e and created 

a coniCTunication gap bet-^'aen thetaselvess (the 'experts') and the nambers of the 

organisations they study, 

1. 'Many of the f i n d i n p s i n our s c h o l a r l y mnageiient journals are only rec.otely 

related to the r e a l world of p r a c t i c i n g i-anagers and to the acttial issues \-7ith 

which nenbers of organisations ara concerned, e s p e c i a l l y when the research has 

bean c a r r i e d out by the most rigoro-xa nethods cf the p r e v a i l i n g conception 

of science' (Susman and Fvered; 5^2). 

file:///Taat
file:///-7ith


By c o n t r a s t , a c t i o n research rro':^ranr;es ::re ^.ntendefl as 'l^arnin?-; 

l a b o r a t o r i e s ' f o r both c l i e n t s rnd researchers (cf 3. 'iorten 5r7, fn 6'i). 

'̂ .̂•sy require the d i r e c t involvenent of both p a r t i e s i n ic'entifyinp: problens, 

planuinc new approaches d^isignad to overcor-^e tlien, and o.valuatin.r; the r e s u l t s . 

If properly executac, a c t i o n research should be of nuch »re a t e r u t i l i t y to a 

c l i e n t o r p a f i s n t i o n than conventional research or consultancy, not only i n 

i d e n t i f y i n f solutions to i n i s l l a t e problems '.ut ftlso (t^rouf-h the learning 

i t e.itails) i n he?Lping to develop the organisation's capacity to deal with other 

problems that a r i s e l a t e r , Horeover, by r i v i n g the researchers p r i v i l e g e d access 

to kno'^ledge about the J.nnar workings of an ory^aniaation, i t should also provide 

nnch better opportu?i±ties to r;enerate p r a c t i c e l l ' / relevant theory (Clark 1972: 

1:̂5 - 12;). 

Tlie p o t e n t i a l advantages of action research steri f ron i t s r e j e c t i o n of the 

view of the researcher an sole expert, investif^atin^- and experi-rierting on an 

e s o e n t i a l l y passive world. Instaac, the a c t i v e iavolvenent of c l i e n t s i n the 

research process makes i t - o c s i l l e to s^Tithesine contributions to knowledge by 

both p a r t i e s : 

^Tne action researcher brlngR t h e o r e t i c a l l'.ncwief!fe as well as breadth 

of espexience to the problexa-soiving process, -he c l i e n t s brin--; p r a c t i c a l 

'cnowledge and experieace of the sit u a t i o n s ±a which they are t r y i n g to solve 

problems, Keither c l i e n t nor researcher has batter I-.nox7ladffe; i n a sense, 

they are ooth c:ri:erts' (Susrian and Evered: 597), 

Lei^'in ccnceivad of the action researcher process as 'a s p i r a l of steps, e.nch 

of ^-hich i s composed of a c i r c l e of planning, a c t i o n and f a c t - f i n d i n g about the 

raault of the a c t i o n ' , In a l a t e r forr.-ilation i t has been represented as a c y c l i c " ! 

process 'r'.th f i v e phar.es: 

diagnosing (ir'entifyin.r; or defining the probleia) 

/irf-.tion planning (considering a l t e r n a t i v e courses of .^ctlon for solving a 

problein) 

Action taking (s e l e c t i n g a course of action) 

Evaluating (studying the consequences of an action) 

Specifying learning ( i d e n t i f y i n g general f i n d i n g s ) , 

(Eu.sman and Svered: 5?7-n) 
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The ejctent of c o l l a b o r s t i o n betwf^.en researchern and cl5.ents during each 

of the f i v e phases can and does vary i n d i f f e r e n t circunstances ( ibid: 580). 

IIOT-reverj i n the context of i r r i g a t i o n nanagement rrith T-rhich I have been 

p a r t i c u l a r l y concerned, X would see the following a l l o c a t i o n of r e s ' p o n s i b i l i t i e s , 

i n v o l v i n g close c o l l a b o r a t i o n betT'een both p a r t i e s throughoutj as approaching 

the i d e a l ; 

D-iag,iosi,s, Research tean to conduct indepetident, objective a p p r a i s a l of 

c l i e n t organisation's existln;^, structure and nanageneat performance; subsequent 

j o i n t discussion of f i n d i n g s between c l i e n t and research team and agreement on 

d e f i n i t i o n of p r i n c i p a l problems. 

Action plaining. Joint coiisideration of a l t e r n a t i v e courses of remedial 

a c t i o n . J o i n t agreepent on course of a c t i o n to ba followed. 

Action taking. C l i e n t organisation to te!:e agreed action^ research team 

to stand back f r o n a c t i o n , monitoring c l i e n t ' s decision-making processes and 

t h e i r e f f e c t s . 

Evaluation. Research team to present evaluation of a c t i o n prograi^jme to 

c l i e n t f o r j o i n t discusr.ion. 

Specifiiing leaminn. C l i e i i t to extract lessons from evaluation of p a r t i c u l a r 

concern to i t s e l f (which may be fed back i n t o further cycles of a c t i o n planningj 

a c t i o n taking and e v a l u a t i o n ) . T-esearch team to extract lessons f o f general 

theory and f o r i t s a p p l i c a t i o n i n a c t i o n research, programmes elsewhere. 

Conceived i n t h i s way, the ac t i o n research process has evident a f f i n i t i e s 

XTlth the planning process (Susman and Svered^ 5:"S). Compares f o r example, the 

follotrlng ''Ideal' sequence of decisions which an organisation might follow i n the 

course of a f u l l planning/nanagenent cycle" Plarn foir.rula.tion ( i d e n t i f i c a t i o n of 

a l t e r n a t i v e s - design - a p p r a i s a l - s e l e c t i o n ) - * Plan irirplmentatioTi (budgeting -

programming - monitoring - adjusting) Flan evaluation (data c o l l e c t i o n - data 

processing - p o l i c y analysen) Irlcot refonmlation (relshavr I '^TG: 41C). Tiie 

e s s e n t i a l d i f ference bstwaen the two processes i c that iu the a c t i o n research 

case the organisatior. e n l i s t s the hfilp of external researchers i n performing 

diagnostic^ planning and monitoring a c t i v i t i e s x/hich i-a i\omal (le l e s s experimental) 

circumstances would be c a r r i e d out i n t e r n a l l y by i t s cr.m s t a f f alone. T;-je uitlrrata 

aim of an action research programme must be to evolve an Improved managemart system 
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over wiiich the s t a f f of the organisation concerned, through t h e i r p a r t i c i p a t i o n 

i n the learning laboratory» w i l l be capable of reasetaning t o t a l c o n t r o l . On 

the f i n a l T-rithdrawal of the research teamj r e s p o n s i b i l i t y f o r planning and 

management once again become f u l l y ' i n t e r n a l i s e d ' . ^ 

Another point worth noting about s o c i a l s c i e n t i s t s ' perceptions of„ and 

ei:periences with, action research i s that interventions designed to bring a out 

organisational change m̂ ay take a wide v a r i e t y of forms. Organisations can be 

viewed as complex systems containing four s a l i e n t i n t e r a c t i n g v a r i a b l e s ^ each 

of which nay provide appropriate points for i n t e r v e n t i o n : task (which r e f e r s 

to tha objecti-vas and functions of the o r g a n i s a t i o n ) , teahnologij ( i t s p h y s i c a l 

equipriant) 5 stnttJfc^afs (systems of authority5 information systems,, coordination 

and communication)5 and -people (the actors i n the enterprise; t h e i r a t t i t u d e s 

and e3q)ectations). Since these four variables are highly interdependent, a change 

i n one w i l l almost c e r t a i n l y e l i c i t change i n the others. Depending on l o c a l 

circtmstanccs and opportunities, one or other may be selected as an intervention 

point - or there may be scope for Intervention fron several points together 

(Clark: 27 -30). 

Adapting action rasaarch to the I r r i g a t i o n context 

Tacj. general p r i c i p l e s of a c t i o n research which have been evolved by s o c i a l 

s c i e n t i s t s through experience i n other contexts seen f u l l y applicable to the 

context of large-scale i r r i g a t i o n management. However, there seems l i t t l e doubt 

that, i n t r a n s l a t i n g thasvT p r i n c i p l e s into s p e c i f i c programm.es, a d d i t i o n a l elements 

w i l l u sually need to be Irxorporated into tlie a c t i o n research process i f i t i s to 

succeed i n bringing aboi.rt s i g n i f i c a n t organisational change. Tliig i s because 

Ir r i g a t e d onallholder a g r i c u l t u r e has at l e a s t tr-ro d i s t i n c t i v e c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s 

which w i l l not have bsan encountered by a c t i o n researchers elsewh.'^re. One i s the 

presence of a larpa number of farmers v/ith povrers of independent decipion-making, 

who add a complicating t h i r d dinension to the usual researcher-client r e l a t i o u c h l p . 

The other i s that .instead of being concerned with achieving r e l a t i v e l y subtle 

s h i f t s of emphasis xrlthin a s i n g l e r e l a t i v e l y independent and fle:;:ibla enttsrprise,, 

the aim. on i r r i g a t i o n cchenes i s to e f f e c t very su b s t a n t i a l changes i n p r a c t i c e 

1. c f David Korten's threa stages i n the 'learning process' approach to i n s t i t u t l o n -

b u l l d i n g - l e a m i n g to be effective., learning to be e f f i j i e n t ^ and learning to 

expand. These involve a s i m i l a r progression from a high degree of e x t e r n a l l y -

assisted eicnarii^.entatlon towards ever~lncreaEin<r a d r i i n l s t r a t l v a 'normalit"' 

(D. Korten: 'lOS - 501). 
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within p u b l i c sector agencies which are accustomed to applyj.ng r i g i d j uniform 

patterns of organisation and management over larg3 areas (an agro-climatic region, 

a State J sonetimes even a whole country) and which,, i n a d d i t i o n , are strongly 

r e s i s t a n t to maiiagerient changes of the kind most needed. This meanr. a much 

greater concern than i n conventional action research with p i l o t experiments 

and with the ext'^nsion of lessons learnt on them to other areas. 

Both these factors - the need to involve farnars and t h e i r represp.ntatives 

as much as possible, ic'. the action research process and the need to ;!xtend and 

r e p l i c a t e lessons from p i l o t areas - imply a long p.^^.riod of e>q>erimentations 

with a s e r i e s of a c t i o n research cycles extending over several years. They also 

imply the need to r e i n f o r c e the action research "vocesa through regular t r a i n i n g 

sessions and workshops f o r i r r i g a t i o n o f f i c i a l s eud farmerss from both i n c i d a 

and outside the command area VThere the axperimets aro being made. 

For readers unfamiliar vjith i r r i g a t i o n i n developing countriesj my 

repeated referencas to o f f i c i s l resistance to mnnapeiEent change may need some 

a m p l i f i c a t i o r . As already Indicated at the begi-nning of t h i s paper; my ovm 

research i n A s i a found d e f i c i e n t main system vrater dintributio-a to be a p r i n c i p a l 

cause of poor performaiice on large i r r i g a t i o n schemes; i n two out of three 

cases design d e f i c i e n c i e s were also a contributory f a c t o r . On one scheme^ the 

worst management problems were associated with the operation of p u b l i c tuboweilc 

and were r e f l e c t e d in frequent breakdowns o poor plar^ning and impiementaj:ion of 

operating .'schedules ^ lack of communication between tubewell operators and water 

users, artd p r e f e r e n t i a l access to tubewell water on the part of lar,r:er farmers. 

On the other two s c h e m e s „ poor water d i s t r i b u t i o n p r a c t i c e s were manifested i n 

the c l a s s i c pattern of l o c a t l o n a l inaquity found on maiiy Irrge caTial syst^Ks. 

T'Jatarcourses at th«>. head of the canal comiar^ds ware allotT'^d to dratT much roore 

water than they \ieve a n t l t l a d to^ leaving those at the t a i l with inadequate and 

unpredictable water supplies^ or i n the worst cases no supplies at a l l . Evidence 

showed that there were two p r i n c i p a l reasors for the f a i l u r e of govemi;ent s t a f f 

to operate the main oysten s a t i s f ac tor i l j r ; inadequate t e c h n i c a l s k l l l f ? i n water 

scheduling, and i n s u f f i c i e n t motivation to r e c i a t often powprful pressures to 

n i s a l l o c a t e water^ e s p e c i a l l y in timos of greater s c a r c i t y . T!ie problem, i n other 

wordsp i s as much s o c i a l and p o l i t i c a l as purelj' t e c h n i c a l . i:Jherever water i s 

a scarce and valuable r?.source, the motivatioxi of thofse i n charge of r a t i o n i n g 

and a l l o c a t i n g i t - the main system managers - becoiies a c r i t i c a l issue; and 

where (as i n moct cases) the f i n a n c i a l and other rewards f o r firra and f a i r 

management are unattractive^ the l i k e l i h o o d of mismanagnmant i s great. 
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Many other researchers have benn coming to si m i l a r conclusions (eg TJade 

1970; Pant 1979; Palanisami 1981 i n India; Moore 1930 i n S r i Lanlca; EIJUP 

1973 i n Egypt; Uickham and Valera 1979, Early 1930, 1901 i n the P h i l i p p i n e s ) . 

The same viexf i s being inc r e a s i n g l y endorsed by senior i r r i g a t i o n 

adm.inistrators (eg A l l l^f^O; Jayaraman 1930; !4urthy 1980; Slnha 1973). 

Yet most government and aid agencies have been unwilling to face the f a c t s 

and t h e i r implications for p o l i c y . T y p i c a l l y , they have Ignored the issue 

of main system management altogether and have chosen to l i m i t t h e i r attention 

to problems of water manaegment at the watercourse and farm l e v e l s o n ly. 

Their Investment has been concentrated on p h y s i c a l i n f r a s t r u c t u r e alone at 

the main system l e v e l and on a combination of physical Infrastructure and 

reorganisation at the watercourse l e v e l - the f a m i l i a r package of 'on-farm 

development' and 'water users' a s s o c i a t i o n s ' . It should be obvious that i n 

those cases where main system management i s seriously f a u l t y , such an 

Investment strategy must be sub-optimal: i f water i s not being delivered 

to the xjatercourse outlet adequately and p r e d i c t a b l y , investments below the 

o u t l e t , vrhether i n hardware or software, are bound to produce disappointing 

returns. 

I t should by now be clear why main system management has been a 'blind 

spot' f o r so many o f f i c i a l agencies. The implied assumptions behind t h e i r 

p o l i c i e s are that management problems only a r i s e i n those parts of the 

i r r i g a t i o n system for which the farmers, not government, are responsible. 

How convenientI And how unpalatable to many i s the suggestion that thz 

p r i n c i p a l causes of poor i r r i g a t i o n performance are f a u l t y planning, design 

and main system management on the part of the 'experts' (Wade and Chambers 

1980; B o t t r a l l 1981 b ) . llo wonder there i s resistance to the researchers' 

and cvaluators' f i n d i n g s . However, as t h e i r evidence accumulates, the 

t r a d i t i o n a l p o s i t i o n i s becoming incr e a s i n g l y d i f f i c u l t to s u s t a i n . Action 

research-cum-tralnlng i s l i k e l y to be one of the most e f f e c t i v e uays of 

breaking darni the b a r r i e r s of defensiveness and suspici o n . Apart from 

i t s other v i r t u e s , action research on large i r r i g a t i o n schemes must 

nece s s a r i l y be c a r r i e d out on an experimental p i l o t project basis and t h i s 

provides an opportunity for introducing improved management gradually and 

unobtrusively, i n a way which need not be o v e r t l y threatening to the pox/er 

and prestige of I r r i g a t i o n planners, managers and other important i n t e r e s t groups. 



There has been l i m i t e d experience so f a r of experimental, open-ended 

act i o n research i n the f i e l d s of a g r i c u l t u r a l and i r r i g a t i o n development, 

though no shortage of p i l o t projects with pre-planned 'blueprint' i n s t i t u t i o n s , ^ " 

One example i s the attempted introduction of the Programming and Implementation 

Management (FIN) System in t o r u r a l area development programmes i n Kenya, xirhera 

external i n i t i a t o r s were used 'to appraise l o c a l c o n d i t i o n s , to design 

appropriate procedures, to introduce them, and through continuous monitoring 

and evaluation i n c o l l a b o r a t i o n td-th those who are operating them, to modify 

them and introduce s i m p l i f i c a t i o n s ' (Chambern 1974: 53), In the i r r i g a t i o n 

f i e l d , a c t i o n research has played an important part i n the programme to promote 

farmers' p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n the planning and construction of small community-

managed systems i n the P h i l i p p i n e s (Bagadion et a l 1980), But the only example 

of sustained a c t i o n research with a focus on the management of water 

d i s t r i b u t i o n on large i r r i g a t i o n schemes has been the NIA/IREI prograjsae, 

also i n the P h i l i p p i n e s , Experiments x-rLth improved management procedures 

on one d i s t r i b u t o r y produced an o v e r a l l increase i n dry season production 

of 39% over one year , Including a 137% increase i n the t a l l s e c t i o n ; i n a 

l a t e r experiment, production X7as affected by pest damage and typhoons but 

dry season xjater u t i l i s a t i o n e f f i c i e n c y was increased from about 50% to 70% 

(Early 19C1), 

Poth i n terms of t h e i r method of implementation and of t h e i r r e s u l t s , 

the ITIA/lPvRI experiments lend encouragement to the viex-r that a c t i o n research-

cum-training could be introduced effective3.y elsex^here to tackle d e f i c i e n c i e s 

i n main system management. On method, Alan l i a r l y , an engineer with rRRI, has 

recently xjritten about the experiments from a perspective remarlcably s i m i l a r 

to that of s o c i a l s c i e n t i s t proponents of a c t i o n research. Echoing t h e i r 

d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n with the l i m i t a t i o n s of p o s i t i v i s t organisational a n a l y s i s , 

he r e j e c t s t r a d i t i o n a l forms of I r r i g a t i o n research as inappropriate to the 

s o l u t i o n of management problems: 

'Research on I r r i g a t i o n system management problems cannot be 

c a r r i e d to conclusion i n lab r a t o r i e s or experiment s t a t i o n s . 

I t requires a d e f i n i t e intervention i n the procedures of 

managing i r r i g a t i o n systems " (Early 19815 2 - 3 ) , 

This intervention implies 'a unique c o l l a b o r a t i v e methodology betx^reen the 

( i r r i g a t i o n ) agency and the research i n s t i t u t i o n ' , i n v o l v i n g the follox^ing 

steps: define problera, develop methodology, s e l e c t s i t e , t r a i n personnel, 

implement improved management, c o l l e c t data, conduct analyses, evaluate e^qjerience 

1, For a pox'jerful c r i t i c i s m of the l a t t e r approach, beloved by governments 

and a i d agencies, see D. Korten 1980. 



and report r e s u l t s ( i b i d : 3 ), In the HIA/IRRI case, changes i n management 

procedures have been accompanied by minor changes i n technology, i n the form 

of Improved c o n t r o l and measurement structures (Early 1930; 87; 1981: 11), 

Early'G paper Is also valuable i n poi n t i n g to rreaknesses In the action 

research methodology employed by the ITIA and IPJII s t a f f and i t i s to t h i s 

theme that we turn next. 



Dangers and p i t f a l l s 

A l l a c t i o n research, whatever the contekt, i s surrounded by p i t f a l l s 

and those who engage i n i t need to be on regular guard against them. 

Things can go vnrong at any stage of the c y c l e , and when they do there are 

l i k e l y to be two main sources of tr o u b l e . F i r s t l y , there may be an 

imbalance i n the r e l a t i o n s h i p between the sponsoring agency and the 

researchers: instead of being genuinely c o l l a b o r a t i v e , dedision-making i s 

excessively dcaainated by one party. Frequently i t i s the sponsors who 

dominate, i n which case the researchers r i s k l o s i n g t h e i r p r o f e s s i o n a l 

i d e n t i t y and ceasing to be independent agents (Clark: 01); but i t can 

sometimes be the researchers \fho overreach themselves. Secondly, i t may 

often happen, even where the client-researcher r e l a t i o n s h i p i s s a t i s f a c t o r y , 

that the researchers have problems i n combining and r e c o n c i l i n g t h e i r dual 

r o l e s of co-planners on the one hand and objective analysts on the other. 

Evidence from the i r r i g a t i o n f i e l d suggests that non-social s c i e n t i s t s 

without previous a c t i o n research experience may be p a r t i c u l a r l y prone to 

confusing the two r o l e s ; but even experienced operators with a c l e a r 

understanding of a c t i o n research p r i n c i p l e s are r e g u l a r l y faced with the 

question of how best to perform two tasks (the t h e o r e t i c a l and the p r a c t i c a l ) 

f o r more than one task master, and the answer i s r a r e l y easy ( i b i d ; 22, 126). 

P a r t i c u l a r v i g i l a n c e i s l i k e l y to be needed where the a c t i o n research 

concerns i r r i g a t i o n management, f o r the following p r i n c i p a l reasons; 

(a) The sponsor - usually a government or p a r a s t a t a l agency -

w i l l have had l i t t l e or no previous experience of a c t i o n research 

or of the client-researcher r e l a t i o n s h i p i t e n t a i l s . 

(b) The i r r i g a t i o n research establishment - l a r g e l y technologists -

have been used to working i n a very d i f f e r e n t i n t e l l e c t u a l 

t r a d i t i o n of experimental work. This may sometimes lead to work 

being done i n tha name of action research which offends against 

some of i t s most basic p r i n c i p l e s : f or exaitiple, instead of a 

prograEHoe being planned and executed by two agencies together, a 

sing l e agency (either within a government or a separate research 

body) may seek to do a l l the work on i t s otm. 

(c) The need to adopt an experimental p i l o t approach exposes the 

exercise to serious danger of f a l l i n g into the 'unreplicable 

p i l o t project* t r a p . 



(d) llhere main sj^^stem water: d i s t r i b u t i o n has been i d e n t i f i e d as 

a major problem, thare may be strong resistance from c e r t a i n 

quarters to allowing free and unfettered analysis and experiment. 

These points can be i l l u s t r a t e d by reference to p a r t i c u l a r problems 

which coraaonly a r i s e at d i f f e r e n t stages of the a c t i o n research cycle (see 

pages 5-6), The f i r s t stage of diagnosis or problem i d e n t i f i c a t i o n i s of 

c r u c i a l importance. The greatest danger here i s that the reasons f o r the 

current performance of an organisation w i l l not be explored i u s u f f i c i e n ' 

depth and d e t a i l before conclusions are drawn about the nature of i t s 

problems and the remedial action required to solve them. The consequence 

w i l l be that too narrow a range of a l t e r n a t i v e courses of action i s examined 

during the subsequent action planning stage. This f a u l t may sometimes be 

the r e s u l t of c l i e n t domination, often perhaps because the c l i e n t i s i n a 

hurry, wants quick ansv/ers and allows i n s u f f i c i e n t time fox preliminary 

investigations (eg Clark: 113). In the i r r i g a t i o n context, i t may also 

commonly stem from narrow s i n g l e - d i s c i p l i n a r y v i s i o n , on the part of both 

c l i e n t and researcher. For example, an engineer may automatic-slly assume 

that poor system performance i s e n t i r e l y a t t r i b u t a b l e to technical factors 

and s t a r t experimenting with d i f f e r e n t kinds of canal l i n i n g ; someone else 

may assume that a l l problems can be solved by creating water users' 

associations; or a t h i r d person may assume that the only thing needed i s to 

improve main system management (cf Lenton 1980: 5-^7). None of them i s l i k e l y 

to be r i g h t . The only r e l i a b l e safeguard against premature problem 

d e f i n i t i o n i s f o r the c l i e n t to allow s u f f i c i e n t time f o r an independent, 

i n t e r d i s c i p l i n a r y 'whole system' analysis of current scheme perforraance and 

the reasons f o r i t . (The framework f o r a d e t a i l e d diagnosis of these issues 

should already have been established before the beginning of the action 

research process through an i n i t i a l externally-commissioned i v i e u t i f i c a t i o n 

study, of the kind discussed i n my World Bank report.) 

Entry into the action ptanning stage requires the research team to 

transform themselves from independent analysts into co-planners, but both 

they and the c l i e n t agency may f i n d the adjustment d i f f i c u l t . Sometimes 

instead of a genuine partnership emerging, one or other side w i l l dominate. 

Care also needs to be talcen at t h i s stage against s e l e c t i n g and designing 

an experiment which i s l i k e l y to be u n r e p l i c a b l e . E a r l y , i n ar&.wing lessons 

from the NIA/IRRI e:q3eriments, warns that action research on i r r i g a t i o n 



raanagement *mist ba conducted on a r e a l i s t i c scale to avoid p i l o t project 

concentration of resources' (Early 1531: 3). The resources concerned say 

be f i n a n c i a l (eg unreplicable subsidies to farmers) and/or a d m i n i s t r a t i v e . 

In the l a t t e r case, the p r i n c i p a l danger l i e s i n increasing the operating 

agency's s t a f f i n g l e v e l s within the research area to a point which w i l l be 

unrepeatable on a larger s c a l e . The presence of extra research and 

planning expertise i s also l i k e l y to have a d i s t o r t i n g Influence cn the 

r e s u l t s of an action research progranane, but that i s to some extsrit i n e v i t a b l e , 

e s p e c i a l l y i n i t s i n i t i a l stages. Probably the best that can hr-. done to 

minimise the e f f e c t s of the d i s t o r t i o n i s to discount f o r i t a'; the evaluation 

stage and to keep reducing the r o l e of external personnel s t e a d i l y throughout 

the course of the progranme. 

Action taking. Once the content of an a c t i o n programme has been agreed, 

i t must be execute'! by the c l i e n t agency alone, with the research team r e v e r t i n g 

to a purely a n a l y t i c a l r o l e , monitoring programme performance. This p r i n c i p l e 

i s c e n t r a l to the whole purpose of action research, which i s to develop and 

test the c a p a b i l i t i e s of the c l i e n t agency under new conditions of 

organisation and maaagement. Unfortunately, i t has not been f u l l y understood 

by some of the technical s p e c i a l i s t s who have been active i n water management 

research. There have been cases where research teams, i n 

designing an experimental p i l o t programme, have themselves taken on d i r e c t 

r e s p o n s i b i l i t y f o r executing i t , with l i t t l e or no involvement of the s t a f f 

of the i r r i g a t i o n project concerned. Their intentions have usually been 

e n t i r e l y honourable - to show s t a f f 'how things should be done' - but 

experience shows that experiments of t h i s k i n d , though not e n t i r e l y v a i n e l e s s , 

tend to have l i t t l e influence on subsequent s t a f f performance. This i s 

hardly s u r p r i s i n g , since the s t a f f have been excluded from a l l opportunity 

to learn by doing, lloreover they w i l l have noted that the rp.RP-.^ch team's 

r e s u l t s have been achieved i n the absence of constraints under ionich they 

themselves normally have to operate; they w i l l therefore be i n c l i n e d to 

regard them as impossible to emulate and of l a r g e l y academic i n t e r e s t 

(compare st i a l l farmers' attitudes to a g r i c u l t u r a l extension recoraiiendations 

based on research s t a t i o n experiments). At worst, the exp^iriraent may 

!• This does not mean that e x i s t i n g s t a f f i n g norms must vc':-j:r-: be exceeded 

i n a ction research areas. But i t does imply that an i r v - r - ^ r i e over 

present norms should not be agreed to by those concerned inless they 

have reasonable grounds f o r expecting that the increased l e v e l w i l l 

be sustainable on a large scale i n future. 



a c t u a l l y denoralise s t a f f further i f i t appears to have no obvious purpose 

beyond p u b l i c l y exposing t h e i r d e f i c i e n c i e s . 

Even where f i e l d s t a f f have been given c l e a r r e s p o n s i b i l i t y f o r 

executing an action progrannae, the research teasa may sometimes be tempted 

to intervene and lend a helping hand. By h i s references to 'external 

interventions' and 'the presence of outsiders . . . creating extraordinary 

opportunity f o r success'. E a r l y appears to suggest that there may have been 

occasions during the NIA/IRRI experiments when IRRI researchers have 

strayed across the borderline and involved themselves i n decisions which 

should have been l e f t i n the hands of NIA s t a f f (Early 1981: 3, 17, 20). 

The temptation i s easy to understand, but i t should be strongly r e s i s t e d 

because i t can cast doubt on the v a l i d i t y of the whole experiment. 

Monitoring, evaluation and drawing oonoluaions. For good monitoring 

and evaluation the research team must be i n a p o s i t i o n to analyse the 

c l i e n t agency's performance independently and o b j e c t i v e l y . Here as elsewhere 

i n the a c t i o n research cycle there may be p a r t i c u l a r proneness to a n a l y t i c a l 

e r r o r i n the i r r i g a t i o n context because of the predominantly technical 

t r a d i t i o n s of i r r i g a t i o n research. One major danger i s that the research 

team w i l l confine i t s e l f to the measurement of q u a n t i f i a b l e performance 

indic a t o r s without documenting the processes by which performance has been 

achieved. I t i s only through systematic recording of the ways i n which 

decisions have a c t u a l l y been taken that s i g n i f i c a n t lessons about management 

1 

reform can be confidently learnt and extended. Another danger i s that 

the r e a l f i n a n c i a l and administrative costs of the experiment w i l l be overlooked, 

so that the expected benefits from i t s extension on a larger scale w i l l be 

exaggerated (Lenton: 7-8). The answer i n both cases l i e s i n the use of 

improved monitoring and evaluation procedures and of an i n t e r d i s c i p l i n a r y 

research team with the appropriate s k i l l s i n organisational analysis to apply 

them, 

I , The organisers of the NIA/IRRI experiments can be c r i t i c i s e d on t h i s 

score. As Frances Kortsn has pointed out, they have never explained 

how NIA personnel managed to persuade upstream farmers to wait several 

weeks f o r t h e i r water to enable dovmstream farmers to receive supplies 

f i r s t . In f a c t , the experiment involved intensive coaaunieation with 

the farmers. Yet the d e t a i l s of that communication process - issues 

such as methods of contact and communication, farmer organisation, and 

s t a f f motivation - 'were not reported on, though they consumed 

considerable day to day attention of the researchers, I think they 

were considered to be administrative "nuisance" i s s u e s , outside the 

scope of " s c i e n t i f i c " research' (F, Korten, 1981), 



A further very i n s i d i o u s danger, vrhich has nothing to do with 

weaknesses i n a n a l y t i c a l technique, i s that the c l i e n t or the researchers, 

or both, may be tempted to 'bend* the research r e s u l t s . This i s l i k e l y to 

be a p a r t i c u l a r hazard Xirhere a c t i o n research on i r r i g a t i o n i s concerned 

because so much - sometimes the whole shape and scale of an investment 

prograiaae - can hang on i t s conclusions. The danger can be i l l u s t r a t e d by 

a p a r t i c u l a r l y deplorable p i l o t project I once encountered i n the f i e l d . 

Without i n v e s t i g a t i n g a l t e r n a t i v e s , aid agency and government o f f i c i a l s had 

i n t h i s case started from the assumption that high returns were l i k e l y to 

cone from improved watercourse layout. A few p i l o t watercourse projects 

were then constructed at uiireplicable cost and new water users' associations 

were created. A monitoring unit was set up, using s t a f f from the i r r i g a t i o n 

agency concerned rather than independent researchers. Ignoring the cost 

aspect, the unit estimated the benefits of the p i l o t watercourses by 

comparing t h e i r crop production l e v e l s with those of nearby c o n t r o l 

watercourses. The p i l o t s * production levels were shown to be much higher 

and on the strength of t h i s they were proclaimed a great success. IJhat was 

not mentioned, however, was that the p i l o t watercourses were being a l l o c a t e d 

much more water than neighbouring units and xrere also given p r e f e r e n t i a l 

access to f e r t i l i s e r and other inputs. The laonitoring team's conclusions 

were therefore based on a conscious fraud. I t i s d i f f i c u l t to escajpe the 

conclusion that the sponsors were never s e r i o u s l y interested i n objective 

research i n t o a l t e r n a t i v e s but instead saw i t as an opportunity to b o l s t e r 

arguments f o r an already favoured investment prograrame. A major capital-*-

intensive programme of watercourse r e h a b i l i t a t i o n and construction has since 

been leanched on a nationwide s c a l e . 

From the foregoing paragraphs i t i s clear that unless i t i s very 

c a r e f u l l y c a r r i e d out, action research (or work done i n i t s name) can often 

be a source of i n t e l l e c t u a l confusion and, i n the worst cases, i n t e l l e c t u a l 

dishonesty. Fear of a s s o c i a t i o n with such xrork i s probably one of the c h i e f 

reasons why some academics tend to shy away from a c t i o n research i n general 

(though there may be other reasons too, such as f a i l u r e to understand the 

p r i n c i p l e s of good a c t i o n research, aversion to T<rorking with governments or 

businesses, or fear that action research work might not prove p r o f e s s i o n a l l y 

rewsrding). However, i t does not follow that because a job i s d i f f i c u l t 

to do w e l l i t should not be attempted at a i l . The WIA/IPxRI prograume. 

1, On the Ictt p o i n t , see Vyas 1?79: 22. 



though open to c r i t i c i s m , has shown that serious a c t i o n research on 

i r r i g a t i o n management i s p o s s i b l e . Further progress can be made i f those 

concerned are prepared to learn from past mistakes and f a i l u r e s . 

I n t e l l e c t u a l confusion can be reduced by a better understanding of ac t i o n 

research p r i n c i p l e s , while the most e f f e c t i v e weapon against dishonesty 

i s p u b l i c exposure. 

In sunimary, experience suggests that i f an action research progransne 

i s to be s u c c e s s f u l , the following conditions must be met: 

(a) Two separate agencies must take part - the c l i e n t organisation 

and an independent research-cura-planning support team. 

(b) The programme must be concerned to test a l t e r n a t i v e approaches 

to organisation and management and analyse them as o b j e c t i v e l y 

as p o s s i b l e , 

(c) The r e l a t i o n s h i p between the two agencies concerned must be 

co l l a b o r a t i v e ; 'one of j o i n t e f f o r t , where there i s mutual 

determination of goals, and i n which each party has , . . 

opportunity to influence the other' (Clark: 79), ̂  

id) The changing roles and r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s of the research team 

at d i f f e r e n t stages of the action research process must be c l e a r l y 

s p e c i f i e d and understood by both p a r t i e s . 

(e) To guard against the s e l e c t i o n of too narrow a focus f o r the 

action research programme, i t must be preceded by a wide-

ranging diagnosis of weaknesses i n current p r a c t i c e . 

(f) In monitoring performance, the research team must record i n 

d e t a i l the decision-making processes through xrtiich a p a r t i c u l a r 

l e v e l of performance has been achieved, so that the r i g h t lessons 

can be fed into the next action research cycle and in t o new 

programmes elsewhere. 

1. Clark's f u l l text reads * equal opportunity to influence the other'. 

I d e a l , no doubt, but an e n t i r e l y equal r e l a t i o n s h i p i s d i f f i c u l t to 

envisage i n most i r r i g a t i o n contexts, except perhaps where the research 

agency has i n t e r n a t i o n a l support, as i n the case of IRRI. 



(g) Before, attempts are nsade to adapt the prograiaae f o r extension 

to other areas, care caist be taken to ensure that i t i s 

f i n a n c i a l l y and administratively r e p l i c a b l e , 

(h) In the i r r i g a t i o n context, the e f f e c t i v e extension of lessons 

to other areas w i l l require the action research programme to 

be integrated with regular t r a i n i n g and workshops. 

( i ) UTiere the progranane i s designed to influence p o l i c y over a 

large area, a coordinating conmittee with r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s f o r 

longer-term planning and supervision w i l l be needed at p r o v i n c i a l 

or n a t i o n a l l e v e l (cf Bagadio:i et a l , 1980: 5; E a r l y 1981: 20). 
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