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Introduction

An earlier version of this paper was produced for a professional
~audience with a specialist interest in the organisation and management

of irrigation schemes in developing countries.1 However, it was felt
that it could usefully be reworked into an ODI Working Paper for a wider
readership, on the grounds that it deals with a research/problem-solving
methodology with applications that extend well beyond irrigation., Though
this new version is still permeated by references to irrigation - to
illustrate the potential for applying action research in a particular
management context = its main purpose is to encourage thought and dis-
cussion about action research as a tool for organisational change in
general, For all of us who are not solely concerned with the planning

of development programmes and projects but also with their implementation
(and that should include all good plamners), a good understanding of
action research techniques would seem essential. When it comes to

trying to improve the way decisions are made, conventional 'positivist'
research often has remarkably little impact on prevailing practice.

This may have nothing to do with the quality of the research as such =

it may be of the highest intellectual calibre. It's just that it's

the wrong kind of research for that kind of job.

The main objectives of the Agricultural Administration Unit of QDI
are to carry out comparative research into the organisation and management
of agricultural support services in developing countries and, through
dissemination of research results and more direct advisory work, to help
bring about improved performance of those services. My own particular
concern has been with the management of irrigation shcemes. In a recent
study for the World Bank of the 6rganisation and management of large

irrigation schemes in Asia, I found major weaknesses in scheme performance,

1 'Action research towards improved water distribution', Paper 1/81/2
circulated to members of the Agricultural Admlnlstratlon Unit's
Irrigation Management Network (October 1931).
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principally as a result of deficiencies in government agéncies' management
of water distribution between the head of the irrigation system and the
watercourse outlets.1 On very conservative assuﬁptioas, I concluded that
in the predominantly rice~growing areas of Asia, programmes designed to
improve the management of water distribution could be expected to generate
average production increases of at least 20%. This would mean an increase
in rice precduction ia the South/South East Asian region of about 20 million

tons of rice without any mejor capital expenditure (Bottrall 1930a: 24).

Given the very high cost of comstructing unew irrigation works and the
scarcity of capital resources in most developing countries, one might
expect an enthusiastic responsa to measures which could bring benefits of
such magnitude through the substitution of management for capital. However,
for reasons explained later ir the paper, governments and aid agencies
have tended to be markedly reluctant to address themselves seriously to
the problem of poor main system managemEﬁt. As a result, I have become
increasingly convinced that research of the kind I did for the Yorld Bank -
which involved fairly detailed evaluations of scheme performance and
management in four countries - is unlikely to be enough on its own to
have a significant impact on the way major decisions are taken. To break
down the widespread resistance to improving the management of irrigation
schemes, and of water distribution in particular, another requirement
(though not necessarily the ounly one) is that such evaluations should be
followed and reinforced by further research of a different kind - and that

is action vesearch,

My conception of action research in the irrigation context has been
a pilot action programme involving experiments in altermative management
methods which a research team helps to design and monitor, with a view to
the subsequent veplication of the approach on a larger scale after field
tests have shown it to be viable., Having advocated the idea for some time

in fairly general terms and found that it was attracting increasing interest

1 Referred to in the rest of the paper as ‘main system management'. On
large canal networks, the watercourse outlets are usually the points at
vhich responsibility for system operation and maintenance passes from
covernment agencies to farmers — government being respousible for the
main system canals and farmers for the relatively small watercourse
channels whose purpose is to convey water from the canals to individual
farms.



in several countries, I felt the need to look in greater detail at the real
meaning of action research and its likely implications in practice. This
led me to consult the writings of social science analysts who were familiar
with the use of action research as a tool for organisational change in
other contexts = in most cases commercial or industrial enterprises in
rich countries., It was reassuring to find that my understanding of the
action research process was consistent with theirs. FHowever, it was also
apparent that additional elements would need to be introduced into the
process if it was to be fully effective in the context of irrigation

schemes in developing countries,

The first part of this paper discusses the peculiar characteristics
of action research, with special emphasis on those which distinguish it
from 'positivist' social science research. This is followed by a more
detailed look at the context of large-scale irrigation management in
developing countries and the consequent need for adaptation in action
research methods. The last section deals with some of the most common

pitfalls and dangers of action research.
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hat exactly is action research?

Action research hes had quite a long E;st01v within the socilal vciepreu.
First use of the tern is attribltef to urk Lew1n in 124G (Susman znd Evered
1078 35¢), ne of its essential features is its dependence on close
collaboration between researchers an’ clients in seeking solutiomns to
vroblens of organisation and nanagement. In this it differs radically from
nore corvanticnal approaches to organisatioral analysis, in vhich researchers,
alopting the positivist stance of physical or biolozical sclentists, have
southt to learn about orsanisational structure ant behaviour from the position
of disinterestad, Jdetached and neutral otservers. TFrom this stance the nnonle
in the organisaiions concerned are seen as obiects of extermal enguiry or

experiment rather than 2s notential collaborators in Jecision-making

Proponente of actioﬁ researci: have tended to direct thelr cricicisms
of the positivist apnroach at two ﬁain tarcets: conventional management
consultants ow the onz hand and ceﬁtain rigorously 'sclentific' acaderic
theoreticians on the other. PRPotharecriticised for seekirs to analyse
organisations from the outside ingtead of enterine into an equal and
collahorative relationship with then and for failins to establish strong
linkis betveer theory and =mractice. In conventional consultancv work, Ley
Jecisions tend to be taken by the client, who defines the problems to be
Investigated and dravs up the often narrow terus of refererce under which
the consultants are expected to operate. The consultants' overriding objective
is to solve particular pro>lems of irmediate concern to the client and they
attach little importance to the develovrent »nf general theory (cf Clarli: I =24),
Yeauwihile the acadenics devote themselves to studies whose results are of minimal
rolevance o decision~making in the real world, The chief charzes made against
them ar=s that thev have cencouraged the 1ivorce of theory from practice and created
a communication sap betreen thenmselvee (the 'exverts') and the members of the

organisations they situdy

1. "Many of the findings in our scholarir manageiient journals are only recotely
relazed to the real worid of vracticing manasers and to the actuel lssues with
vhich wenbers of crzanjsarions arz coreerned, esrveclally whern the research has
baen carvied out by the most rigorons rethods of the prevelling conception

of science' /Susman and Tvered: 5%2).
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Ry ccntrast, action research rroeramres ire intended as 'learning

h
(w23

"~
o
.

latoratories' for toth clients =nd researchers (of D, ‘ortem 1.0t 707,
"They reqalre the divect involvenernt of both va“tie" in identifyrine problems,
planuine nev anproaclies Jesiened to overcore then, and evaluatirg the results,
If proverly executad, action rasearch should be of nuch greater uwtility to a
client orgarisation tlian conventional researc: or consultancr, not orly in
icdentifying soluticone tec irmediate problems tut also (t'rough the learning

it eatalls) 4in helnipg to develop the orpanisation's capceity to denl with other

nroblems that zrise later, Iforeover, by civine the researchers nrivileged accass
to knoviedpe akout the inner workings of an organisation, it should also preovide
mich better opnoxtunitiss to senerate practically relevant theory (Clarl: 1972:
175 - 127).

The motentlal advantapges of cction research stem from its rejection of the
view of thie researcher 28 sole expert, investisatine and experirenting on an

3

esnentially passive world, Insteai, the active involvenent of cliients in the

both partizs:

"The action resecrcher brings theoraticnl knowledre as well as breadth
of experience to the problem~soliving process, The clients brin~ practicsl
knovledge ani experience of the situations in vhich they are trying to solye
problems. HNeither client nor researcher hac batter lnowladre; in a sense,

they are “oth crreris' {Susman and Evered: 2597

Levin ceoncedvad of the action rasearcher wrocess 25 'a spiral of steps, 2ozh
of vhiclh i1s composad of a circle of =»larming, action and fact-finding about the

-

result of the action'. In & later form:lation it has been represented 25 2 cyclicsl

process 'v.th fiva phanes

-~ Tiagnosing {identifying or definiic the problen)

-~ Aetion planning {considering slternative courses of ~ction for solvirg a
problenm)

-  Action talking {selectinc a2 course of action)

-  EBvrluating {studying the consecuecnces of an action)

-  Specifying learring {(identifying general f£indines),

{Cusmarn and Everad: 5727-0)
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The extent of collalorztion between researchers and clients during each
of the five phaces can and does vary in different circumstences {ibid: 583).
llowever, in the conter: of irrisgation nmanagement withvwhich I have leen
particularly concerned, T would see the folloving allocation of responsibilities,
involvino close collaboration betreen both parties throughout, as apnroaching

the ideal:

Diagiosis. Tesearch team to conduct indepeident, oliactive arpraisal of
client organication’s existin; structure and manageirent performance: subsequent
Joint diccussion of findings between client and research team and agreement on

definition of principal problems.

Action planming, Joint consideration of aiternative courses of remedial

action. Joint agreement on course of action to bz followed.

Aetion taking. Client organisation to tele apreed action; researclh team
to stand back fron actior, monitoring client's decision-making processes and

their effects.

Ivaluation. Pesearch team to rresent evaluation of action programme to

client for icint discusedlon.

Srecifiing lecrmine, Client to extroct lessons from evaluation of particular
concern to its=lf (which may be fed back into further cyecles of action plarning,
action taking and evaluation). Tesearch team to extract lessons -for general

theory and for its application in action research prograrmes elsevhere.

Conceived in this way, the action research nrocess has evident affinities

ol

vith the plamning orocaoss {Susman and Tvered: £5C). Compare, for exanple, the
folloving ‘ideal’ sequence of decisions which an organisation might follow in the
courgse of a full planning/ranagenient cycie« Plan forrmlation (identification of
alternatives - desizn - appraisal - selection) 4 Plan implementatior (budgeting -
prograrming - moniltoring ~ adjusting) # Plan eveluation {data collection -~ data
prrocegssing -~ policy analyses) =h Fian rveformuilation (Pelshaw 1070: 41Z)., The
essential dilierence batwaen the two processes ic that in the action research

case the ornanisation erlists the help of external researchers in perforninge
diagnostic, rlanning and monitoring activities vhich in rornal (ie less exverimental)
circumstances vould be carried out internally by its om ctaff alone. e ultinate

alm of an action ressarch programne rust be to evolve an improved managemart system
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over which the staff of the organisation concerncd, through their participation
in the learning laboratory, will be capable of reassuming total control. On
the final withdrawal of the research team, responsibility for planning ond

managenent will once again become fully 'internalised’,

Another point worth noting about social scientists’ perceptions of, and
axperlences with, action research is that intevventions desisncd to bring = out
orsanisationsl chanza may take a wide vaviety of forms. COrpanisations can hbe
vizwed as complex systers containing four sallent interacting variables, each
of which may provide appropriate points for intervention: task (which refers
to the objectives and functions of the organisation), technology (its physical
equipnent), siructure (systems of authority, information systems, coordination
and communication), and people (the actors in the enterprise, their attitudes
and expectations). ©5ince these four variatles are highly interdcpendent, a change
in ore will aimost certainly elicit change in the others. Depending cn local
circunstances and oprortunities, one or other may be selected as an intervention
polnt ~ or there may be scope for intervention fron several pointe together

(Clark: 27 -30).

Adanting action reszarch to the Irrigation context

Ti: general priciples of action research which have beesn evolved by socizl
scientists through experiencé in other contexts seem fully anplicable to the
context of larse-cecals irrigation management. Towever, there scens little doubt
thet, in translating thosoprinciples into specific proprammes, additional elements
will usually need to be ircorrorated into the action research process if it ds to
succeed in bhringing abont sirnificant orsanisational chance. This 1s becauvse
irrigated snallholder apriculture has at least two distinctive characteristics
which will not have h2en encountered by action researchers elsevhare. e is the
pragance of a larce number of farmers with powers of independent decision-maliing,
who add a complicating third dimension to the usual researcher~client relatiouship.
The other is that,instezd of beinp concerned with achieving relatively subtlz
shifts of emphasis within a sincle rzlatively independent and flexrible ernterprise,

the aim on irrigation schemes is to effect very substantial chanses in nractice

1. cf David Xorten's threc stages in the 'learning process’ avnroach to institution-
building~learning to be effective, learrinc to be effi:ient, and learning to
expand. Thes2 involve a sinilar progression from a high depree of externally-
assisted experimentation towards ever-increacine administrative "normality’

(D. Yorten: 452 -~ 301).
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within public sector agencies which arz accustomed to apnlying rqeid, uniform
patterns of orsanisation and managementvover lare2 areas (an apgro-ciimatic recion,
a State, sometimes even a whole country) and which, is aldition. 2re strongly
resistart to managenent changee of the kind moct necded. This means 2 much
greater concern than in conventional action research with pllot experiments

and with the extension of lessons learnt on *hem to other areas.

Roth: these factorsz -~ the need to invelve farners and their representatives
as much as possiblz in the action research process and the need to axtend
replicate lesgsons from pilot areas - imply a long peariod of experimentation;
with a series of action research cycles extending over several years. They also
inply the need to reinforce the action research srocess throuph regular training
sessions and workshopzs for irrigation officilals end farmers; from both inside

and outeide the command area where the axserimets zre belus made,

rapeated referencas to officlsl resistance to mnnagement change nay need soie
amplificatior. As zlready indicated at the bagzinning of this paper, my own
rasearch 1n Asia found deficient main system water distribution to be a principal
cause of poor rerformauce on large irrigation schemes; 1in two out of three

cascs degign deficlencles vere also a2 contributory factor. On one scheme; the
vworst manajensnt problens were associated with the operation of public tubewells
and were reflacted in frequent breakdowns. poor mlarning and implenent~tion of
operating schedulas, lack of communication hetwaen tubewell onerators and water
users, 2wl wrefervential access to tuhewsll water cn the part of larper farmers.

On the other two schemes, poor water distribution practices were manifested in

the classic pattern of locational incquity fourd on many lsrge canal systams.
HWatercovrses at the head of the canal comands were alloved to dravw much more
water than they were entitlad to, leavins those at rhe tail with inadequate and
unpredictable water supplics, or in the worst cases no supplies at 211, Eviderce
ashowed that there ware two princisal reasors for the fallure of governuent stoff
to operate the main systen satisfactorily: inadequate technical skills in water
scheduling, and insvfficient moitdivation to resist often powerful pressures to
misallocate water, especially in tines of ereater scavclty. The problem, in othex
words, 18 as much social and political as purely technical., TUherever water Is

a scarce and valuable rasource, the motivation of those in charpe of rationing

and allocating it -~ the main system manacers - becomas a critical iasue; and
vhere {(as in most cas=2c) the financial snd other rewards for firm and fair

management are unattractive; the likelihood of nmismanacement is great.
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Many other researchers have benn comirg to similar conclusions (eg Yade
1078; Pant 1979; Palanisami 1981 in India; lioore 1950 in Sri Lanka; EWUP
1072 in Feypt; Wickham and Valera 1979, Earl} 1980; 1281 in the Philirpines).
The same view is being increasingly endorsec by senior;irrigation
administrators (eg Ali 1°80; Jayaraman 1920; Murthy 1930; Sinha 1973).

Yet most povermment and ald agencies have been unwilling to face the facts
and their implicaticns for npolicy. Typically, they have ignored the issue

of main system management altogether and have chcéen to limit their attention
to problems of water manaepment at the watercourse and farm levels only.
Their investment has been concentrated on physical infrastructure alone at :

the main system level and on a combination of physical infrastructure and

'on~-farm

reorganisation at the watercourse level - the familiar package of
development' and 'water users' associations'. It should be obvious that in
those cases where main system management is seriously faulty, such an
investment strategy must be sub-optimal: if water is not beingz delivered
to the watercourse outlet adequately and predictably, investments below the
outlet, whether in hardware or software, are bound to produce disappointing

returns.

It should by now be clear why main system management has been a "blind
spot' for so many official agencies. The implied assumptions behind their
policies are that management problems only arise in those parts of the
irrigation system for which the farmers, not government, are responsible,
Iowv convenient! And how unpalatable to many is the suggestion that thz
principal causes of poor irrication performance are faulty planning, desisn
and main system manacenent on the part of the 'experts' (Wade and Chambers
1080; Bottrall 1981 b). 1lo wonder there is resistance to the researchers'
and evaluators' findings., However, as their evidence accumulates, the
traditional position 1s becoming increasingly Jdifficult to sustain. Action
research-cum-training is likely o be one of the most effective ways of
breaking down the barriers of defensiveness end suspicion.. Apart from
its other virtues, action research on large irrigation schemes must
necessarily be carried out on an experimental piiot prbject basis and this-
provides an opportunity for introducing improved - management gradually and
unoptrusively, in a way which need not be overtly tﬁreatening to the power

and prestige of irrigation planners, managers and other important interest groups.



There has been limited experience so far of experimental, open=-ended
action research in the fields of agricultural and irrigation development,
though no shortage of pilot projects with pre-planned 'blueprint' institutions.1
One example is the attempted introduction of the Programming and Implementation
Management (FIM) System into rural area development programmes in Xenya, where
external initiators were used "to appraise local conditions, to design
appropriate procedures, to introduce them, and through continuous nonitoring
and evaluation in collaboration with those who are onerating them, to modify
them and introduce simplifications' (Chambers 1974: 53). In the irrigation
field, action resesarch has played an important part in the programme to promote
farmers' participation in the planning and construction of small community-
nanaged systems in the Philippines (Bagadion et al 1230). But the ohly example
of sustained action research with a focus on the management of water
distribution on lar~e irripation schemes has bean the NIA/IRRI procrarme,
also in the Philippines, Experiments ﬁith improved management procedures
on one distributory produced an overall increase in dry season production
of 397 over one year , including a 1377 increase in the tail sectionjin =
later experiment, production was affected by pest damage and typhoons but
drv season water utilisation efficiency was increased from about 507 to 70%
(Barly 10C1).

Poth in terms of thelr method of implementation and of their results,
the WIA/IRRI experiments lend encouragement to the view that action research-
cum-training could be introduced effectively elsewhere to tackle deficiencies
in main system management. On method, Alan Jarly, an engineer with IRRI, has
recently written about the experiments from a perspective remarkably similar
to that of social scientist proponents of action research., Echolng their
dissatisfaction with the 1imitgtions of positivist organisational analysis,
he rejects traditional forms of irrigation research as inappropriate to the
solution of management problems:

"Pesearch or irrigation system management problems cannot be
carried to conclusion in lab ratoriles or experiment stations.
It requires a definite intervention in the procedures of
managing irrigation systems " (Farly 1921: 2 - 3),

This intervention implies 'a unique collaborative methodology between the
(irrigation) -agency and the research institution', involving the following
steps: define problem, develop methodology, select site, traian persounnsl,

implement improved management, collect data, conduct analyses, evaluate exwperience

1. For a powerful criticism of the latter avproach, beloved by govermments
and aid agencles, see D, Korten 1980,
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and report results (ibid: 3), In the NIA/IPRI case, changes in management
procedures have been accompanied by minor changes in technology, in the form

of improved control and measurement structures (Early 1980: 87; 1981: 11),

Early's paper 1s also valuable in pointing to weaknesses in the action
research methodoiogy employed by the IIA and IBRI staff and it is to this

theme that we turn next.
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Dangers and pitfalls

All action research, whatever the context, is surrounded by pitfalls
and those who engage in it need to be on regular gdaré against them. .
Things can zo wronz at any stage of;the cycie, and when they do there are
likely to be two main sources of trouble. Firstly, there may be an
imbalance in the relationship between the sponsoring agency and the
researchers: instead of being genuinely collaborative, decision-making is
excessively dominated by one party. Frequently it is the sponsors who -
dominate, in which case the researchers risk losing their professional
identity and ceasing to be independent agents (Clark: £1); but it can
sometimes be the researchers who overreach themselves, Secondly, it may
often happen, even where the client-researcher relationship is satisfactory,
that the researchers have problems in combining and reconciling their dual
roles of co-planners on the one hand and objective analysts on the other.
Evidence from the irrigation field su~cests that non-social scientists
without previous action research experience may be particularly prone to
confusing the two roles; but even experienced operators with a clear
understanding of action research principles are regularly faced with the
question of how best to perform two tasks (the theoretical and the practical)

for more than one task master, and the znswer is rarely easy (ibid: 22, 125).

Particular vigilance is likely to be needed where the action research

concerns irrigation management, for the following principal reasons:

(a) The sponsor - usually a government or parastatal agency =
will have had little or no previous experience of action research

or of the client-researcher relationship it entails.

(b) The irrigation research establishment ~ largely technologists -
have been used to working in a very different intellectual
tradition of experimental work. This may sometimes lead to work
being done in the name of actiocn research which offends against
some of its most basic principles: for example, instead of a
programme being planned and executed by two agencies together, a
single agency (either within a govermment or a separate research

body) may seek to do all the work on its own.

(c) The need to adopt an experimental pilot approach exposes the
exercise to serious danger of falling into the 'unreplicable

pilot project' trap.
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(d) Where main system water distribution has been identified as
a major problem, there may be strong resistance from certain

quarters to allowing free and unfettered analysis and experiment.

These points can be illustrated by reference to particular problems
vhich cormonly arise at different stages of the action research cycle (see
pages 5~6). The first stage of dZagnosis or problem identification is of
crucial importance. The greatest danger here is that the reascms for the
current performance of an organisation will not be explored in sufficien’
depth and detail before conclusions are drawn about the nature of its
problems and the remedial action required to solve them., The consequence
will be that too narrow a range of alternative courses of action is examined
during the subsequent action planning stage. This fault may sometikes be
the result of client domination, often perhaps because the client is in a
hurry, wants quick answers and allows insufficient time for preliminary
investigations (e Clark: 113). In the irrigation context, it may also
commonly stem frow narrow single-disciplinary vision, on the part of both
client and researcher. For example, an engineer may automaticaily assume
that poor system performance is entirely attributable to technical factors
and start experimenting with different kinds of canal lining; someone else
may assume that all problems can be solved by creating water users'
associations; or a third person may assume that the only thing needed is to
improve main system management (cf Lenton 1980: 5-7). None of them is likely
to be richt, The only reliable safeguard against premature problem
definition is for the client to allow sufficient time for an independent,
interdisciplinary 'whole system' analysis of current scheme performance and
the reasons for it. (The framework for a detailed diagnosis of these issues
should already have been established before the beginning of the action
research process through an initial externally-commissioned ideutrification

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

Entry into the action planning stage requires the research team to
transform themselves from independent analysts into co-planners, but both
they and the client agency may find the adjustment difficult, Sometimes
instead of a genuine partnership emerging, one or other §ide will dominate.,
Care also needs to be taken at this stage against selecting and designing
an experiment which is likely to be unreplicable, Eafly, i drswing lessons

from the NIA/IFRI experiments, warns that action research on irrigation
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mapagement 'must be conducted on a realistic scale to avoid pilot project
concentration of resources' (Early 1821: 3), The resources concerned may

be financial (eg unreplicable subsidies to farmers) and/or administrative.

In the latter case, the principal danger lies in increasing the operating
agency's staffing levels within the research area to a point which will be
unrepeatable on a larcer scale, 1 The presence of extra reséarch and
planning expertise is also likely to have a distorting influence cn the
results of an action research programme, but that is to some exiznt inevitable,
especially in its initial stages. Probably the best that can h= dene to
minimise the effects of the distortion is to discount for it 2% the evaluation
stzge and to keep reducing the role of external personnel steadily throughout

the course of the progranme.

Action taking. Once the content of an action programme has been asreed,
it must be executod by the client agency alone, with the research team reverting
to a purely analytical role, monitoring programme performance. This principle
is central to the whole purpose of action research, which is to develop and
test the capabilities of the client agency under new conditions of
organisation and maxagement., Unfortunately, it has not been fully understood
by some of the technical specialists who have been active in water management
research., There have been cases where research teams, in
designing an experimental pilot programme, have themselves taken on direct
responsibility for executing it, with little or no involvement of the staff
of the irrigation project concerned. Their intentions have usually been
entirely honourable - to show staff 'how things should be done' - but
experience shows that experiments of this kind, though not entively vslneless,
tend to have little influence on subsequent staff performance. This is
hardly surprising, since the staff have been excluded from all opportunity
to learn by doinz. lloreover they will have noted that the rese:=ch team's
results have been achieved in the absence of constraints under wnich they
themselves normally have to operate; they will therefore be inclined to
regard them as impossible to emmlate and of largely academic interest
(compare small farmers' attitudes to agricultural extension recowmendations

based on research station experiments). At worst, the expsriment may

1« This does not mean that existing staffing norms must rowes e exceeded
in action research arcas. But it does imply that an inc723s2 over
present norms should not be anreed to by those concerncd =unless they
have reasonable grounds for expecting that the incrzased level will
be sustainable on a large scale in future,
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actually demoralise staff further if it appears to have no obvious purpose

beyond publicly exposing their deficiencies.

Even where field staff have been given clear responsibility for
executing an action prozramme, the research tean may sometimes be tempted
to intervene and lend a helping hand. By his references to 'external
interventions' and 'the presence of outsiders ... creating extraordinary
opportunity for success', Early 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 in decisions which
should have been left in the hands of NIA staff (Early 1981: 3, 17, 20).
The temptation is easy to understand, but it should be strongly resisted

because it can cast doubt on the validity of the whole experiment.

Monitoring, evaluation and drawing conclusions. For good monitoring
and evaluation the research team must be in a position to analyse the
client agency's performance independently and objectively. Here as elsewhere
in the action research cycle there may be particular proneness to analytical
error in the irrigation context because of the predominantly teéhnical
traditions of irrigation research. One major danger is that the research
team will confine itself to the measurement of quantifiable performance
indicators without documenting the processes by which performance has been
achieved. It is only through systemaﬁic recording of the ways in which
decisions have actually been taken that significant lessons about management
reform can be confidently learnt and extended. ' Another danger is that
the real financial and administrative costs of the experiment will be overlooked,
so that the expected benefits from its extension on a larger scale will be
exaggerated (Lenton: 7-3)., The answer in both cases lies in the use of
improved monitoring and evaluation procedures and of an interdisciplinary
research team with the appropriate skills in organisational analysis to apply
them. ‘

L, The organisers of the NIA/IRRI experiments can be criticised on this
score. As Frances Korten has pointed out, they have never explained
how NIA personnel managed to persuade upstream farmers to wait several
weeks for their water to enable dowmstream farmers to receive supplies
first, In fact, the experiment involved intensive communiéation with
the farmers. Yet the details of that communication process = issues
such as methods of contact and communication, farmer organisation, and
staff 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" issues, outside the
scope of "scientific" research' (F. Kortem, 198l).
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A further very insidious danger, which has nothing to do with
weaknesses in analytical technique, is that the client or the researchers,
or both, may be tempted to 'bend' the research results., This is likely to
be a particular hazard where action research on irrigation is concerned
because so much - sometimes the whole shape and scale of an investment
programme - can hang on its conclusions. The danger can be illustrated by
a parﬁicularly deplorable pilot project I once encountered in the field.
Without investigating alternatives, aid agency and government officials had
in this case started from the assumption that high returns were likely to
come from irmproved watercourse layout. A few pilot watercourse projects
were then constructed at unreplicable cost and new water users' associations
were created. A monitoring unit was set up, using staff from the irrigation
agency concerned rather than independent researchers. Ignoring the cost
aspect, the unit estimated the benefits of the pilot watercourses by
comparing their crop production levels with those of nearby control
watercourses, The pilots' production levels were shown to be much higher
and on the strength of this they were proclaimed a great success. - What was
not mentioned, however, was that the pilot watercourses were being allocated
much more water than neighbouring units and were also given preferential
access to fertiliser and other inputs. The monitoring team's conclusionms
were therefore based on a conscious fraud, It is difficult to escape the
conclusion that the sponsors were never seriously interested in objective
research into alternatives but instead saw it as an opportunity to bolster
argunents for an already favoured investment programme., A major capital*
intensive programme of watercourse rehabilitation and construction has since

been lazinched on a nationwide scale,

From the foregoinz paragraphs it is clear that unless it is very
carefully carried out, action research (or work dome in its name) can often
be a source of intellectual confusion and, in the worst cases, intellectual
dishonesty. Fear of association with such work.is probably one of the chief
reasons why some academics tend to -shy away from action research in general
(though there may be other reasons too, such as failure to understand the A
principles of good action research, aversion to working with governments or
businesses, or fear that action research work might not prove professionally
revzrding). L However, it does not follow that bécause a job is difficult

to do well it should not be attempted at all, The WIA/IRRI programme,

1, On the lezet noint, see Vyas 1°79: 22.



though open to criticism, has shown that serious action research on

irrigation management is possible. Further progress can be made if those

concerned are nrepared to learn from past mistakes and failures.

Intellectual confusion can be reduced by a better understanding of action

research principles, while the most effective weapon against dishonesty

is nublic exposure.

In summary, experience suggests that if an action research programme

is to be successful, the following conditions must be met:

(a)

(e)

{d)

(e)

(£)

Two separate agencies must take part - the client organisation

and an independent research-cum-planning support team,

The programme must be concerned to test alternative approaches
to organisation and managewent and analyse them as objectively

as possible,

The relationship between the two agencies concerned rust be
collaborative: 'one of joint effort, where there is mutual

determination of goals, and in which each party has ...
opportunity to influence the other' (Clark: 72). 1

The changing roles and responsibilities of the research team
at different stages of the action research process must be clearly

specified and understood by both narties.

To guard against the selection of too narrow a focus for the
action research programme, it must be preceded by a wide-

ranging diasnosis of weaknesses in current practice.

In monitoring performance, the research team must record in
detail the decision—-making processes throush which a particular
level of performance has been achieved, so that the right lessons
can be fed into the next action research cycle and into new

programmes elsewhere,

ls Clark's full text reads 'equal opportunity to influence the other',
Ideal, no doubt, but an entirely equal relationship is difficult to
envisage in most irrigation contexts, except perhaps where the research
agency has international support, as in the case of IRRI.
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(g) Before attempts are made to adapt the programme for extension
to other areas, care must be taken to ensure that it is

financially and administratively replicable.

(h) In the irrigation context, the effective extension of lessons
to other areas will reaquire the action research programme to

be integrated with regular training and workshops.

(1) Where the programme is designed to influence policy over a
large area, a coordinating committee with respomsibilities for
longer-term planning and supervision will be needed at provincial
or national level (cf Bagadioa et al, 1980: 5; Early 1981: 20),
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