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Abstract: This paper reports on the conception and implementation of a participatory approach
within an agricultural research project aimed at fostering the transition towards organic in the Ital-
ian rice district. We investigate the relationships among scientists and stakeholders, exploring re-
searchers’ attitudes, barriers, and potential in relation to participatory research. We use participant
observation, in-depth interviews, and systematic cataloguing of communication documents, from
the beginning to two years into project implementation, for a total period of three years. The results
of the analysis show that, despite a high level of authoritative commitment to participation, scien-
tists reveal a scarcity of knowledge and skills, and poor attitudes that come from a negative percep-
tion of participatory research. They engage in various forms of collaboration with stakeholders, as
long as decision-making remains essentially in their hands. With the deep analysis of a case study,
the paper contributes to the ongoing discussion on the quality of participatory agricultural research,
in particular presenting evidence on the key role of researchers and their attitudes. The paper also
contributes to the development of a culture of learning by doing, through honest monitoring and
evaluation, and the capacity to learn from failure.
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1. Introduction: Where are we in participatory agricultural research?

Almost forty years after Chambers” seminal work “Rural development: Putting the
last first” [1], the popularity of participation in agricultural research shows no sign of
abating. For a long time, and even now, the discussion has focused on the issue of quality
of participation, typically looking for “as much participation as possible”, and measuring
the quality of participation on a linear scale in which the stakeholders” power and control
over the research process grow. The highest form of participation is regarded as the best
form of participation, while non-participation is seen as the lowest and worst form [2]. For
example, in Pretty [3], the quality of stakeholders’ involvement ranges from “passive par-
ticipation (people participate by being told what is going to happen or has already hap-
pened)” to “self-mobilisation (people participate by taking independent initiatives)”. Sim-
ilar classifications can be found in Arnstein [4], Biggs [5], Ashby [6], and Lambrou [7]. This
line of thinking is also espoused in the “quality of participation” framework put forward
by Shirk et al. [8], whose fundamental question is “whose interests are being served?”.
Based on this question, they proceed by examining opportunities for actors’ participation
and the extent of incorporation of their interests.
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As far as quality of participation is concerned, most agricultural research seems to
fall into an intermediate category. Indeed, in a systematic review of thirty-five experiences
of participatory processes with the involvement of farmers in the choices for the protec-
tion, management and transformation of rural areas, Menconi et al. [9] conclude that there
are different types of participation, but most participatory experiences regard farmers
merely as a source of information to be used by researchers, rather than as active partici-
pants in decision-making.

The next discourse in the field of participatory agricultural research has then ex-
plored how to blend various forms and intensities of stakeholders’ participation with for-
mal agricultural research [10-12], “uniting science and participation” [13], into “compro-
mised participation” [14], considering that “there is a potential for synergy from closer
integration of formal and farmers’ experiments” [15]. This has led to a shift from maximis-
ing to optimising the use of participatory methods.

At first, when the objective was to maximize participatory activities, agricultural sci-
entists used to be asked to reflect on which methods and approaches to use. While later,
when the objective was to optimize the use of participatory methods, integrating and har-
monizing them with those typical of traditional research, they were asked to reflect on
whether, when, in which phases, about which issues, they want to, can, and should com-
binate participatory and traditional research [16].

The tools and indications proposed by the literature to design, implement, and mon-
itor such well-balanced combination of participation and formal research are multiple,
complex, and sometimes confusing. The review by Menconi et al. [9] shows that there is
no preferred scheme for participatory projects: every initiative is tailor-made on the re-
searchers’ preferences, resources, context, and project, even though — the authors admit —
simplicity seems to be the best quality of any participatory activity.

Under the European Union’s Horizon 2020 Programme, the project “LIAISON Opti-
mising interactive innovation” investigated how to design and implement interactive in-
novation projects and provided a list of practice-ready methods and tools, intervention
options, effective attitudes and recommendations [17]. This recent package of resources
suggests that researchers have not yet fully integrated them into their practices and that
participation is still a difficult task for the majority of agricultural researchers, especially
the ones from the so-called “hard sciences”, used to traditional and mono-disciplinary
research. Indeed, the literature describes agricultural researchers as lacking in practice,
skills, and competences, but also awareness, interest, time, incentives, and recognition by
the current research system [18-22]. Yet, public research and development (R&D) pro-
grammes urge agricultural researchers to undertake participatory research for sustainable
agriculture. The European Commission has explicitly encouraged the transition to sus-
tainable farming through interactive innovation and multi-actor approaches since 2012.
In Italy, the Ministry of Agricultural Policies supports participatory and multi-actor pro-
jects for the development of the organic system, by requiring researchers who wish to
receive financial support to include farmers among their research partners [23,24]. Hence,
the presence of farmers in research partnerships has become compulsory in Italy, but
Mansuri and Rao [25] warn against “induced” participation, that is participation pro-
moted through bureaucratically managed research and development interventions. They
stress the need for a fundamentally different approach, one that is long term, context sen-
sitive, committed to developing a culture of learning by doing through honest monitoring
and evaluation.

There is no final conclusion about the best way to coordinate an agricultural research
project in a participatory manner, and the discussion is still ongoing. As discussed above,
two main theoretical perspectives on participation exist: i) the theory founded on power
and control of the research process exercised by the stakeholders, using linear typologies
to categorize participation and frameworks that assess the degree of stakeholders’ partic-
ipation in research; ii) the theory of optimization of the use of participatory approaches in
a given research context, in which researchers play a key role in determining the best com-
bination of traditional and participatory research.
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1.1. Research objectives, theoretical, and analytical framework

To contribute to the ongoing discussion on what makes successful participatory ag-
ricultural research projects, we assess what may be learnt about participatory research in
practice from critical reflection on the origins and development of a recent R&D project,
i.e., the Italian Riso-Biosystems (RBS) research initiative, funded by the Italian Ministry of
Agricultural Policies for three years (2017-2019) and specifically requiring the adoption of
a participatory approach. The aim of our work is to present an in-depth case study of
participatory agricultural research to reflect on attitudes and values of the researchers in-
volved, potential and barriers, and evidence for policy makers and funding agencies fos-
tering participation in agricultural R&D.

Considering the diversified and ever-evolving background concerning participatory
research in agriculture, it may be useful to illustrate the theoretical and analytical frame-
work that has guided the study.

First of all, as stated by Ison et al. [26], participation only makes sense if it is useful.
Its main purpose is to encourage more effective management of knowledge in situations
of complexity and change. By sharing this general principle, the transition from maximiz-
ing participation to optimizing it becomes acceptable, so that different levels of participa-
tion can be used for different phases, activities and purposes of the research project, trying
to achieve each time the most useful combination of participatory and traditional research.
As for participatory strategies, methods and techniques, alongside the heterogeneity high-
lighted in the literature, there is a comforting conclusion by Menconi et al. [9], according
to which there is no perfect recipe and it is good to favour simple activities. Once again,
what is most useful is most effective.

Both of these conclusions seem to allow researchers great freedom as to whether,
when and how to use participatory research. In order not to risk becoming arbitrary, how-
ever, participatory initiatives must be analyzed and reflected upon in light of a frame-
work. The one proposed by Neef and Neubert [16] appears to be useful, as it offers an
exhaustive list of participation dimensions and attributes of each dimension that are con-
sidered in an integrated way within the tool. Due to its completeness and generality, this
framework is well suited to any case study. In particular, by considering the institutional
context and risks of the project among the attributes to be analyzed, it allows to take into
consideration the context in which a participatory research project is carried out, which,
as seen in Mansuri and Rao [25], is a crucial element to avoid purely formal participation,
implemented only to comply with the requirements of a client.

This article analyzes the experience of an R&D agricultural project according to the
second conceptual framework described in the Introduction. Moreover, it refers to re-
search and development projects in agriculture, in which a portion of the activities is ori-
ented towards the experimental application of research results. In this type of project, the
participation of farmers is functional to the project objectives. The project is always coor-
dinated by a researcher, but there is (or should be) more room for negotiation with farmers
in order to plan and control the research process. As we will see in the Results section, this
has implication in terms of how to frame the assessment of participation.

This study adopted the analytical framework based on the work of Neef and Neubert
[16], which tries to optimize the use of participatory approaches in a given research con-
text. The framework looks at participatory research elements along different dimension
and attributes (see Table 1), thus taking into account the diversity, specific context and
dynamics of agricultural research projects. The framework provides a basis for agricul-
tural researchers engaged in participatory processes with local stakeholders to decide
which issues and in which phases certain participatory elements could be used in a spe-
cific research context. This framework enables a process of reflection, helping to identify
particular strengths, opportunities, and limitations of stakeholders’ inclusion in a research
project.

The framework is designed for reflection conducted by researchers, possibly together
with stakeholders. For this reason, it lends itself well to our case study, in which the par-
ticipatory research project is analyzed above all from the point of view of researchers, who
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play a decisive role in choosing the best combination of traditional and participatory re-
search. In particular, the reflection is conducted by the research group responsible for pro-
moting and monitoring a participatory approach within the research project investigated
here, in which the authors of this article took part. Only the first three dimensions of this
structured tool are expanded in the presentation of the results of this study.

Table 1. Neef and Neubert conceptual framework for reflection on participatory agricultural research projects [16].

Dimension

Attribute

Project type

a) Type of research
b) Research objectives
c) Potential users and beneficiaries
d) Institutional context of the research project
e) Risks involved in the project

Project approach

a) Research methodology
b) Research epistemology
) Research plan
d) Research process
e) Research methods for accessing local knowledge

Researchers’ characteristics

a) Previous experiences with participation
b) Attitudes towards participation
¢) Attitudes towards local stakeholders
d) Accountability towards the potential users
e) Commitment to the problem-solving cycle

Researcher—stakeholder interaction

a) Involvement of stakeholders in the research process
b) Control of research and centers of decision-making
¢) Contribution to the generation of knowledge
d) Type, frequency, and intensity of interaction
e) Investment of resources and payment

Stakeholders’ characteristics

a) Local stakeholders” experiences with previous projects
b) Local stakeholders’ perception of the research project
c) Local stakeholders’ perception of the researchers
d) Time availability of local stakeholders
e) Local stakeholders’ scope for action

Stakeholders’ benefits

a) Innovations, improved practices
b) Creation of knowledge and awareness
¢) Improvement of skills
d) Empowerment and social capital
e) Improvement of livelihoods

2. Materials and Methods

This paper is based on reflection originating in fieldwork. The RBS project was thor-
oughly investigated from its start to two years into its implementation, for a total period
of three years (2016-2018), using a case-study research approach based on qualitative data.
During data collection and analysis, we applied various triangulation types to ensure
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objectivity [27-29] and we constantly acknowledged the pedagogical model provided by
Tracy [30] for quality issues in qualitative research. Its eight key markers of quality, in-
cluding worthy topic, rich rigor, sincerity, credibility, resonance, significant contribution,
ethics, and meaningful coherence, guided all the research work by means of a checklist
that was constantly referred to.

Data triangulation was applied by using different sources, i.e., farmers, researchers,
and other key informants, while triangulation methods were achieved by using multiple
qualitative methods to gather data, including:

e in-depth interviews;
e  systematic cataloguing of communication documents;

e  participant observation.

Furthermore, investigator triangulation was ensured by the presence of two research-
ers collecting the data, conducting the analysis, and discussing the results.

For the two years of the project, monitoring was conducted in parallel with the de-
velopment of the project itself, while, as for the project conception phase, at the start of
the activities an ex-post evaluation of the participation process implemented during the
design phase was performed. The in-depth interviews, which were carried out at the be-
ginning of the project, made it possible to capture the researchers’ initial perceptions con-
cerning participation. On the other hand, observation throughout the course of the project
and the cataloguing of events made it possible to understand the evolution of these per-
ceptions and practices.

2.1. In-depth interviews

Twelve in-depth interviews were conducted with partnership members, including
the project coordinator and all the WP leaders, alone or together with their junior research-
ers (see Table 2). The partners were invited to answer questions on:

e their job, organisation, experiences, skills, and values in relation to participatory re-
search;

. collaborations with other partners;
e  perceived critical issues and potential within the project;

e  proposals for extension, stakeholders” involvement, and collaboration among part-
ners.

Twenty-nine interviews (see Table 2) were also carried out with key informants
among farmers and other stakeholders, as well as with a representative of the Ministry of
Agricultural Policies, so as to understand the context of the case study and the expecta-
tions of the stakeholders and the Ministry itself. Each interview lasted about two hours,
was noted down and recorded with the interviewees” permission, and later transcribed
and analyzed.
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Table 2. Overview of interviews conducted

Researchers Farmers Other stakeholders
1 Project Coordinator 10 involved in the project 1 Donor representative
6 Principal Investigators 6 not involved in the project 2 Representatives of local authorities
5 Postdoc collaborators 8 Representatives of organic agriculture

organizations and farmers’ associations
2 Entrepreneurs

12

16 13

2.2. Cataloguing of communication documents

The cataloguing of communication documents took into consideration all the inter-
actions for which there was a record, such as minutes, reports, agendas, and emails sent
to all partners. Messages addressed personally to the authors were not included, even
though the use of individual communications by phone or email was widespread, also on
issues of general interest. The documents were collected, sorted chronologically and ana-
lysed. In total, 38 communication documents were catalogued, and a specific database
was used to collect the date, place, type of communication, subject initiating the exchange
and recipients or participants in the communication, key themes/topics/words, prob-
lems/criticalities, and solutions/strategies. All attachments relating to each communica-
tion were suitably filed with an identification code referring to the specific communication
event catalogued.

The analysis of this database focused on the frequency and quality of interactions
among partnership members and stakeholders.

2.3. Participant observation

Interactions within the partnership and with stakeholders were directly observed
and noted down during partners’ meetings and other research events, such as conferences
or workshops.

The researchers who conducted the observation were members of the research group
responsible for monitoring and encouraging a participatory approach throughout the
course of the project. Observation was contemplated in the role and functions of research-
ers, since both the objectives and the working methodology had been defined in the design
phase of the research project, together with the partnership. Participants were not ex-
pressly informed that they would be observed by the researchers during every project
meeting in order to foster their spontaneity. The observation was aimed in particular at
detecting whether the actions envisaged in the research project to promote the broad par-
ticipation of stakeholders were actually being carried out and whether they followed the
set schedule and methods. During observation, notes were taken on whom, and for what
reasons, departed from the planned actions, how the partnership reacted, and which were
their final decisions. In addition, in cases of discussions featuring different or even con-
flicting points of view on participatory research issues, any behaviour of the researchers
(verbal or non-verbal) that was clearly an expression of a desire to support or hinder the
participation of stakeholders was accurately documented.

The observations were examined together with the results of the interviews and those
of the cataloguing of communication documents, using two grids of analysis:

e the first aimed at describing the profiles of the researchers involved in the partner-
ship (according to the attributes Attitudes towards participation, Attitudes towards
local stakeholders, and Accountability towards the potential users of the analytical
framework) and their evolution during the course of the research project;

e  the second aimed at identifying the critical issues relating to the implementation of
the participation activities envisaged by the project (according to the dimensions Pro-
ject type and Project approach of the analytical framework).

2.4. Context of the case study: the crisis of the Italian rice district
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Italy is the leading European producer of rice [31]. Since the Green Revolution, the
cultivation has typically been intensive monoculture, without crop rotation, with heavy
chemical input, and strong mechanisation. As a consequence, the impact of rice growing
on the environment tends to be regarded as very high, especially on the quality of the soil
and watercourses [32].

The transition to organic rice farming is perceived as a solution to ensure environ-
mental protection [33,34], but the spread of organic methods has taken place rather slowly
and organic rice production has remained niche, being pursued only by a handful of pio-
neer farmers who, in the absence of prior knowledge, test innovative practices with a self-
help and trial-and-error approach, as in Padel [35].

Organic rice farming involves the elimination of chemical inputs. Weed control, the
farmers’ major problem, is achieved through an elaborate mix of agronomic techniques,
adapted to the specificities of the land and the resources of each farm. This complex work
requires sophisticated know-how, experience, and skills that the Italian rice farmers have
long lost, because they have been completely dependent on technology suppliers. Indeed,
even though the agricultural research and advisory system is committed to ecological in-
tensification, there is a lack of specific research dedicated to organic rice production. A
single experiment developed on favourable land was described by Romani et al. [36].

A decrease in the price of conventional Italian rice, due to competition from Asian
countries, and a simultaneous rise in the price of organic rice (now three to four times that
of conventional rice) have made organic production increasingly interesting. Neverthe-
less, the lack of chemical residues on the rice grain, despite repeated spraying of the plant,
which is a good point for consumers, makes organic cultivation susceptible to fraud.

In his interview, a farmer explained that: “Ethics has always been a focal point for
this sector, as well as professionalism. There are many concrete examples. But the price
difference between conventional and organic products is too high, the profits are too at-
tractive: opportunity makes the thief. Going organic should be a lifestyle choice, prices
should match the higher costs but, the way it’s going, they become the only reason for
converting.”

Local authorities and farmers’ associations thus started to put pressure on the Min-
istry of Agricultural Policies to reform the certification and control scheme, which, they
warned, failed to guarantee the transparency and honesty of the system. To face this crisis,
the Italian Ministry of Agricultural Policies, which is responsible for the governance of the
organic sector at the national level, invested in a research, development, and extension
project, bringing together the Italian scientific excellence on rice for three years (2017-
2019), to support the transition to organic rice farming.

3. Results

This section presents the results of our analysis of the RBS project through the dimen-
sions and attributes of the analytical framework put forward by Neef and Neubert [16]
(Table 1).

3.1. Project type

a) Type of research

The RBS project involved two universities and three research organisations, one of
which participated with three of its departments, for a total of seven scientific partners
involved. RBS was a research, development and dissemination project. This means that,
alongside basic research activities — i.e., experimental research aimed at acquiring
knowledge to better understand of certain phenomena, without any particular application
—, applied research, in which investigations are primarily undertaken to serve a specific
practical purpose, was also carried out (see Table 3). RBS studied the organic rice system
in its agronomic, genetic, environmental, socio-economic, and regulatory aspects, by
means of an interdisciplinary approach, whereby various partners, having different kinds
of expertise, contributed to pursuing the objectives of the six different WPs in an inte-
grated way (see Table 3).
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b) Research objectives

The general objective of the project was to support the transition of Italian rice culti-
vation to organic farming. Table 3 summarizes the specific research objectives of the pro-
ject, which show its underlying approach, that is to address the multidimensionality of
the challenge of converting to organic by integrating different scientific objectives with
each other and with development and dissemination objectives.

Table 3. RBS research plan.

WP | Scientific Research objectives Type of Type of participation Type of stakeholders
partners research!
involved
(N)

1 1 Coordination; Support to A Consultation on critical MIPAAF
MIPAAF for policy mak- issues and solutions Permanent technical ta-
ing and drafting legisla- ble on organic agricul-

tion tural

2 6 Study of innovative tech- Band A Formal research without

niques for the manage- participation (i.e., meso-
ment of organic rice sys- field research at univer-
tems: variety identifica- sity laboratories and
tion and evaluation; agro- work on experimental
techniques’ definition and plots at research centres)
evaluation; economic On-farm research at pilot 1-2 farmers for each
evaluation farms agro-techniques
Supply of technical and 25 farmers
economic data through a
survey featuring a ques-
tionnaire
Co-learning and co-inno- WP5 multi-actor re-
vation search network
3 1 Analysis of the control B Supply of information Key stakeholders
and certification system through individual and
group interviews; consul-
tation on critical issues
and solutions
4 2 Analysis of water contam- B Formal research without
ination by pesticides in in- participation (by sam-
tensive rice farming areas pling carried out in the
and identification of strat- fields of pilot farms)
egies to reduce risk to or- Supply of dataset Institutions responsible
ganic rice fields for environmental moni-
toring
5 3 Integrated assessment A Co-learning and co-inno- WP5 multi-actor re-

(technical, economic, and
environmental) of organic
rice systems; facilitation
of networks, partnerships,
and working groups for
R&D initiatives following
the project

vation; invigoration and
empowerment

search network
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6 2 Extension and invigora- A Supply of information Partners, farmers in-
tion of a participatory, through individual inter- | volved in the project and
multi-actor approach views and participant ob- key stakeholders

servation; communica-

tion; public engagement

1 B=Dbasic research; A= applied research.

c) Potential users and beneficiaries

The project was supposed to provide policy makers with useful and concrete guide-
lines for modifying the system that regulates, controls, and certifies organic rice. The Min-
istry of Agricultural Policies also wanted to use the project to give consumers a positive
image of the sector and to extend organic methods to new rice farmers. Finally, the project
aimed to integrate science and farmers” knowledge and to co-create innovation that might
be easily and quickly disseminated and adopted in the sector. In brief, the potential users
and beneficiaries of the project were the Ministry of Agricultural Policies, local decision
makers, the various actors of the control and certification system for organic rice, as well
as farmers and consumers.

d) Institutional context of the research project

The RBS research project originated from a precise request made to the project coor-
dinator by the Italian Ministry of Agricultural Policies (hereafter, MIPAAF). No real re-
search commission was established, as MIPAAF entrusted the research design to the pro-
ject coordinator, defining only the general issues to be addressed. However, there was
direct assignment of public research resources, made possible not only thanks to funding
coming from a mandatory 2% fee on the sale of agricultural chemicals but also by the fact
that MIPAAF is free to invest in research objectives without prior planning, for example
in response to specific emergencies such as the one affecting the rice sector, described in
the section dedicated to the Context of the case study. This was a rather unusual case,
since financing of public research in agriculture normally occurs as a result of a multi-year
strategic plan, a public tender, and a selection process. Such a situation allowed MIPAAF
to affect the design of the research. In fact, in addition to evaluation by an external tech-
nical commission, set up by MIPAAF, the Ministry directly asked the researchers to carry
out some priority research activities and involve competent partners in them. Pressure
from local authorities (Lombardy and Piedmont Regions) and from the Organic Agricul-
ture Committee of the European Commission was decisive in identifying these priorities,
which included the definition of precautionary and preventive measures, in particular
crop rotation, and the production of easily distinguishable organic and conventional rice
varieties, eligible for mixed farming.

e) Risks involved in the project

The technical, socio-economic and environmental crisis of Italian rice farming, which
was discussed in the section on the Context of the case study, led to a situation of tension
and opposing views within the sector, i.e., different policies by national or local authorities
in support of organic production, supporters and detractors of organic methods, and
stakeholders for or against organic rice. The researchers were immersed in a flow of in-
formation from different and often conflicting sources and they were negatively affected
by this tense environment. This had an impact on some of their choices, including the
decision to maintain a low profile when presenting their results during conferences open
to the public, in order to avoid possible attacks. The decision to maintain a certain degree
of confidentiality on the results obtained during the project appears relevant in terms of
participatory approach. In fact, if there is no transparency in the sharing of results with
the stakeholders, there can be no real interaction. In this sense, the issue of yields is par-
ticularly illustrative of what occurred during the project. As a project partner clearly ex-
plained in the course of an interview, in organic farming yields are on average lower than
those obtained in conventional farming, since they are not supported by chemical inputs.
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However, these lower yields are offset by the higher prices fetched on the market, which
compensate for the disadvantages of this production system in terms of technical means.
Conversely, in the rice sector, many organic producers report yields equal to or even
higher than conventional ones. This is obviously a fraudulent situation that the control
and surveillance system is currently unable to eliminate. In the RBS project, yields were
investigated using both traditional methodologies (measurements on experimental plots
at the research centre or at pilot farms) and participatory methodologies (the multi-actor
research network of WP5 in which rice growers actively participated in the investigation).
Early results in WP5 [37] confirm that, on average, yields are indeed lower in organic pro-
duction, but they can approach conventional levels in particular cases. This scientific evi-
dence was deemed too risky to disclose because, if exploited and misinterpreted, it could
have endorsed fraudulent productions. There was a long discussion among the partners
on the matter and their final decision was not to disclose the results to the stakeholders at
all. This experience testifies to the risk that the context surrounding the project might limit
its participatory approach, as well as the researchers’ freedom to act. However, this issue
does not fall within the scope of the present article.

Another risk brought to light by the case study has to do with the timeframe of the
project. Reflecting on the progress of participatory research and discussing critical issues
during project development were originally meant to support adjustments in later phases.
Nevertheless, the short duration of the project did not allow for any major change of
course, while the increasing pressure felt by the researchers to complete their activities
and obtain comprehensive results, as the project deadline approached, decreased their
willingness to engage in participatory activities. Hence, some of our fellow scientists
simply refused to take part in participatory workshops and do further participatory re-
search.

3.2. Project approach

a) Research methodology

The overall research approach stated in the project was transdisciplinary and multi-
actor, participatory, supportive of policy makers, based on extension and communication
activities, and oriented towards empowerment.

Based on the above aims, the structure of the project was conceived as in Table 3.
Thus, it strongly relied on transdisciplinarity. According to most of the literature (see, for
example, [38]), this differs from interdisciplinarity, in that a transdisciplinary approach
implies the direct participation of non-academic actors (in this case, farmers and other
local stakeholders) in the research process, working together and integrating different dis-
ciplines. The attempt to manage the complexity and heterogeneity of the techniques and
production systems of organic rice farming by adopting a transdisciplinary research
methodology led to difficulties in integrating the results provided by the various partners.
This occurred, for example, in the processing of the technical-economic data collected in
WP2 by a variety of partners at different times and using different techniques, as well as
in the study of the yields, on which the partners discussed at length without finding an
agreement on how to combine data measured with different techniques.

The project envisaged various forms of participation (see Table 3), with the objectives
of increasing research efficacy (in all WPs), supporting political action (WP 1 and 3), and
empowering the farmers involved (in WP5).

As well as focusing on coordination, WP1 explicitly made room for exchanges with
MIPAAF, in order to respond to specific and urgent requests that might arise during the
project. Also, WP6 was designed to facilitate the stakeholders’ engagement in all WPs and
to coordinate extension and communication activities in a participatory manner.

b) Research epistemology

In this research attribute Neef and Neubert [16] include those characteristics of re-
search that define the nature of scientific knowledge and the ways in which this
knowledge can be accessed, which are placed along a range whose opposites are the
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positivist scientific paradigm on the one hand and the constructivist one on the other.
According to the first, typical of the so-called “hard sciences”, reality exists independently
of the observer and, as such, is independent of the context and has general validity. Ac-
cording to the constructivist point of view, however, research results acquire validity only
in a given context and can be seen from multiple perspectives, including local perspectives
and indigenous knowledge. In this sense, the constructivist paradigm is more open to
participatory approaches. Our project takes into account the diversity of environmental
and business contexts in which organic rice cultivation is carried out and the wealth of
cultivation techniques used by rice growers in all WPs. In WP5, it attempts to integrate
the knowledge of rice growers into a real process of co-learning and co-innovation (de-
scribed in detail in Pagliarino et al. [39]). In this sense it can be said that the project is close
to the constructivist paradigm and, therefore, more capable of incorporating a participa-
tory approach.

e) Research plan

The project envisaged a well-defined and articulated research plan with objectives,
activities, milestones, and deliverables (a summary is presented in Table 3). This did not
mean, however, that new activities suggested by the client could not be included. Vice
versa, a number of more creative participatory activities (for instance, workshops to train
the partners on participatory topics using theatre performances) planned during project
conception were not implemented, because they were too far from the stance of some WP
leaders and of the project coordinator. Even more traditional proposals, such as inviting
the farmers to attend the project meetings and to elect the stakeholders advisory board,
were rejected. The project did not envisage a system to explain why some of the activities
were not carried out. When activities were not completed, this was simply reported in the
periodical reports and final report.

d) Research process

The MIPAAF call for a research and development project on organic rice was fol-
lowed by a long and intense period of designing activities. As shown by the cataloguing
of communication events, from 12 April 2016 (request to submit the project proposal) to
19 December 2016 (approval of the project and granting of the loan), the researchers were
engaged in both autonomous and participatory design work, in collaboration with
MIPAAF and representatives of the stakeholders (the permanent technical table on or-
ganic agriculture made up of the representatives of professional farming organisations,
organic farming associations and organic certification and control bodies). Simultane-
ously with these planning activities, the local authorities initiated a discussion to which
the researchers were also invited (two working tables with farmer associations and a pub-
lic conference, see Table 4) and whose results were integrated into the project. This design
phase was followed by the implementation of the project, which featured the develop-
ment of the research activity along with regular meetings among all the partners (Coordi-
nation Meetings in Table 4) or only among those involved in specific activities (Specific
Meetings in Table 4), and other moments to discuss the results and receive feedback from
actors (see Table 4).

e) Research methods for accessing local knowledge

The ways of integrating local knowledge into the project were different depending
on the WP and the planned activity, as can be seen from Table 3. These are mostly very
traditional participatory activities, in which the role of the stakeholders consists in giving
information and in being consulted about specific activities. This is what Pretty [3] defines
“participation by consultation”. In WP5, on the other hand, an innovative participatory
activity was carried out within a multi-actor network made up of WP5 researchers, 12
farmers, two public officials and a distribution company of organic products. The ways in
which this activity was carried out and its results are presented respectively in Pagliarino
et al. [39] and Orlando et al. [37]. Pretty [3] would define this activity “interactive
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participation”, which, in its framework of analysis of degrees of participation, represents
the most advanced level of participation, where stakeholders have the most active role
and are in an equal condition with respect to researchers.

3.3. Researchers’ characteristics

a) Previous experiences with participation

Of the seven partners involved, five had specific experience with rice, including ex-
pertise in agronomy, genetics, physiology, biochemistry, and agroecology. Researchers
from the other two partners were involved because of their expertise in agricultural eco-
nomics and facilitation techniques in transdisciplinary and participatory research respec-
tively. From the interviews with the researchers involved in the project, it emerges that no
one had previous experience of a research project in which the participatory approach was
as central as in the RBS project. The methods of interaction with farmers to which the
researchers were accustomed were typical of agricultural research (on-farm experimenta-
tion and surveys involving farmers) and there was a general lack of knowledge of more
interactive methods and tools.

This means that choosing researchers for their scientific excellence in their respective
disciplinary fields, without taking into account their competences in terms of participa-
tion, can be risky for the success of a public participatory project. The solution of having
a team of researchers to facilitate participation is not enough. Probably, the objective of
broad inclusion of stakeholders in research established in the design phase was seen by
some researchers as a specific objective of WP6 (that of facilitation) and not of the entire
project. The lack of a more explicit accountability system to formally account for the non-
achievement or partial achievement of certain participation objectives is probably the
most relevant factor in the failure of some activities.

b) Attitudes towards participation

The participatory approach was instigated by MIPAAF, but the participatory thinking
was not shared in equal measure by all those involved in the research. The participating
scientists showed different attitudes towards participation. Some of them stated that do-
ing research in the field of sustainability, committed to environmental and social goals,
generally makes researchers more aware of their responsibilities towards the stakeholders
and naturally more willing to cooperate with them. However, most colleagues regarded
participatory research with a great deal of scepticism. They claimed that participation is
not very compatible with rigorous, high-quality research. “Science is not democratic” said
a WP leader during an interview. They tended to see participation as non-scientific, irrel-
evant to agricultural research, and something that should be done by facilitators. Indeed,
WP6 was intended as a sort of service capable of magically transforming conventional re-
search into participatory research, harmonising the results of other WPs and translating
them for the benefit of the stakeholders. Indeed, during the researchers’ meetings, a cer-
tain amount of confusion emerged on the different meaning of participatory research and
research dissemination.

Some others believed that they were already employing participatory methods when
they interviewed farmers using a standardised questionnaire, giving the impression of
ignoring the literature on participation.
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Table 4. Main interactions during the RBS project.
2016 FEB MAR APR MAY JUN JUL OCT NOV DEC
MIPAAF Call for pro- CM; First project Request for Project ap-
posals Summary of proposal integrations proval
indications by and submis-
key Italian sion of the re-
and European vised project
stakeholders; proposal
Consultation
Partnership ™V
SM (WPs 1, 5)
Stakeholders Consultation PB* Working Working
group”® group®
2017 FEB MAR APR MAY JUN JUL OCT NOV DEC
MIPAAF Request for Kick-off meet- CMV;
addition of ing Summary of
supplemen- indications on
tary scientific policy
content measures
Partnership Kick-off meet- SM (WPs 1, 6) 2 SMs (socio- M
ing economic as-
pects of WP2;
WPs 1, 6)
Stakeholders Kick-off meet- 2 OD and vis- OD and visits PC
ing its to experi- to experi-
mental plots mental plots
2018 FEB MAR APR MAY JUN JUL OCT NOV DEC
MIPAAF Consultation
Partnership 2 CMs CM CM
Stakeholders FG with con- Consultation OD and visits 2 SMs (WPs 5,
trol and certi- to experi- 6)
fication bod- mental plots;
ies (WP3) WS (WPs 3, 5,
6)

Months featuring no meaningful interactions were removed to help readability. * on the initiative of local authorities. FG Focus Group. WP Work Package. CM Coordination Meet-
ing. SM Specific Meeting. PB Public Conference. OD Open Day. WS Workshop.
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Another widespread view was that participation is time consuming. Some research-
ers seemed to grow impatient during the meetings devoted to reflecting on participation,
because these distracted them from the real research work, that relating to their specific
scientific research objectives.

As we have already said, a number of creative participatory activities and even more
traditional proposals planned during project conception were rejected. This was frustrat-
ing for the researchers involved in WP6, dedicated to facilitating participation. Yet, there
is probably no real solution as to what to do when researchers simply are not keen on
participatory research.

The academic background and the institution of provenience seemed to influence the
interests, attitudes, and values of the researchers on participation. For example, the group
of researchers involved in WP5, the most participatory one, had a leader who had studied
at the University of Davis and had come into contact with some of the most important
agroecology scholars, pioneers of agroecology understood as “the practice of science with
people” [40]. Thus, his group was willing and curious to test the participatory approach
and verify its effectiveness.

Vice versa, the most uncollaborative group was the one led by a professor who came
from agro-chemical research, which is very close to the top-down innovation system typ-
ical of the Green Revolution. Furthermore, the researchers coming from an institute with
a long history of supply-driven agricultural research and a well-organised network of ex-
tension agents were used to the linear transfer-of-technology model through experimental
plots and open days and they were not oriented towards more inclusive participatory
approaches.

c) Attitudes towards local stakeholders

Epistemological differences between local and scientific knowledge domains and so-
cial distance between the farmers and the agricultural scientists [41] were perceived dif-
ferently depending on the researchers involved. Some scientists showed great empathy
for the farmers’ problems and perspectives and saw them as equal partners, appreciating
the opportunity to learn from each other. Other researchers had a negative opinion of the
farmers, whom they considered mostly uninterested in research — unable to understand
its dynamics and, above all, the rigour needed in experimentation — and consequently
unreliable. Some researchers even opposed inviting the farmers involved in the project to
attend the research meetings for fear that their preliminary results would be disclosed.

The integrated analysis of the results of the interviews, on the one hand, and those of
participatory observation and of the cataloguing of interactions between researchers and
stakeholders, on the other, made it possible to understand that the initial attitudes shown
by researchers on both participation and stakeholders did not change in the course of the
project.

d) Accountability towards the potential users

The RBS research project provided for an accountability system towards the client
through the obligation to prepare short annual reports and a final report featuring all the
expected deliverables. Furthermore, the intermediate and final results of the project were
expected to be presented to stakeholders, mainly farmers, through a package of dedicated
dissemination actions, the main moments of which are summarized in Table 4. What is
missing is a precise feedback mechanism from stakeholders on these results.

e) Commitment to the problem-solving cycle

In general, the researchers displayed good abilities to react to problems that occurred
during the project and to mediate among the partners. Due to their work, researchers usu-
ally feel a strong commitment to the problem-solving cycle, but they show an individual-
istic attitude in reaching the best solution. They are also not very oriented towards the
search for a shared solution by building consensus among different positions. In cases
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where there were different positions among the researchers as to the possible solution to
problems and a lack of consensus on the final decision to be taken, the authoritarian role
of the project coordinator was decisive in the pre-selection of a final decision, though not
shared by all.

3.4. Researcher-stakeholder interaction

a) Involvement of stakeholders in the research process

In the project conception phase, there was a resolute call for participatory research —
anormative commitment to participation —, to which the researchers responded positively
by working towards involving the stakeholders and discussing with them.

In the project planning phase, a consensus was reached among the participating
stakeholders on major challenges and research questions, while constant exchange of
views with MIPAAF made it possible to clarify not only the objectives but also the ap-
proach of the research. MIPAAF’s verbal advice could not has been clearer: “We encour-
age researchers to take risks and press hard to involve stakeholders in the research!” (in-
terview with a MIPAAF official).

The stakeholders’ engagement in the research conception phase had occurred in a
rather improvised way, relying on selection of representatives operated by MIPAAF (the
permanent technical table on organic agriculture) and on involvement initiatives
launched by other actors (see Table 4). To improve the quality of their participation and
make it systematic, one of the planned activities consisted in analysing the stakeholders,
in order to assess their interest in the project’s issues, their ability to influence action on
those issues, and the importance of those issues to them. An ad hoc survey was prepared
and tested, but it was then blocked by one of the scientific partners, immediately sup-
ported by the project coordinator. The nature of the partner in question is rather peculiar,
since it is both a research and extension centre and a service institution for farmers and
processing industries in the sector. The president of this institution is a political official,
elected by the businesses in the rice sector. His concern about the analysis, aimed at un-
derstanding stakeholders’ interests and influence, arose from the possibility that its results
might compromise the image of the centre. Hence, this concern, of a purely political na-
ture, undermined an already scheduled scientific activity, showing that the autonomy of
the researchers was limited by political authority. Also, the planned stakeholders’ advi-
sory board, whose members should have been selected following the analysis of the stake-
holders, was not established, as it was deemed unnecessary.

Both organic and conventional farmers, their associations, the main actors in the sup-
ply chain, as well as advisory services, local media, and local authorities were consulted,
and their needs and priorities were included in the research design. Conversely, consum-
ers and environmental NGOs were not involved in the discussion. This appears serious if
we consider that among the main objectives of the project were the promotion of organic
rice cultivation in the eyes of consumers and the understanding of the relationships be-
tween rice cultivation and water pollution. The lack of involvement of consumers or their
associations and environmental NGOs is not due to a specific will to exclude them on the
part of the researchers, but to the lack of adequate identification, analysis and selection of
stakeholders.

The project design actually detailed the type of involvement of farmers expected for
each WP, but not their number or which firms were involved, which the researchers were
free to decide. In carrying out the project, then, the involvement of farmers was different
across the different WPs, both in the number of participating farms and in the quality of
the interaction. In particular, the number of farms involved in the project varies from 25
(in WP2 for a survey with questionnaire) to 12 (in the participatory research network of
WP5) to 1-2 for each of the experiments conducted in WP2.

b) Control of research and centers of decision-making
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In WP2’s on-farm research, farmers’ land and labour were used, but it was the re-
searchers who guided the activities and defined the research protocols. Indeed, the re-
searchers acknowledged the farmers” expertise and trusted in their ability to perform ex-
periments on their fields, but reserved the right to measure, analyse, and interpret the
results. The farmers were chosen from among those whom the researchers knew and
trusted, but they were never invited to the project coordination meetings. Moreover, some
of the farmers involved in the first year were replaced by others during the second year
of the research, without any particular rationale.

In the multi-actor research network of WP5, farmers and other stakeholders were
involved in problem definition, research design, result assessment, extension, communi-
cation, and decision making (participation in new research projects and initiatives). This
WP enabled a mutual learning process and was also a space for stakeholders and scientists
to plan collective actions that were activated in the course of the research or provided a
good basis for follow-up projects. Indeed, WP5 was a sort of project within the project, an
experimentation niche separated from the rest. It benefited from a pre-existing network
of social learning, which the project enhanced.

c) Contribution to the generation of knowledge

In all WPs, the farmers and other stakeholders provided information and data. In
consultation activities (WP1 and WP3), the stakeholders were informed of the processes
and outcomes of the research. Their opinions were heard, but rarely did these affect the
progress of the project, which only happened in two cases:

1. to develop a list of easily distinguishable organic and conventional rice varieties;

2. toidentify rice yield as a warning indicator for the control system.

In both cases, an explicit request was made by MIPAAF and a response from the
project was expected. This possibility was actually envisaged within the context of WP1
(support for decision making).

d) Type, frequency, and intensity of interaction

The cataloguing of the interactions that took place during the project shows that
stakeholders’ participation was intense and diversified, with two extensive public consul-
tations, one in each year, and other moments of ad hoc dissemination dedicated to the rice
growers (see Table 4). The participant observation showed that the quality of these inter-
actions was mostly one-way, from researchers to stakeholders, with limited opportunities
for the latter to control or affect the research process.

e) Investment of resources and payment

In the RBS project, farmers provided the experimental plots and contributed their
labour in the experiments of WP2 and WP5. Farmers and other local stakeholders made
time to participate in the surveys, interviews and consultation of WPs 2, 3, 4 and 6. No
remuneration for the stakeholders’ involvement was envisaged by the project; hence, their
participation was voluntary.

3.5. Stakeholders’ characteristics and stakeholders’ benefits

These dimensions of the analytical framework cannot be taken into account in the
presentation of our results, since an analysis of the local stakeholders, aimed at exploring
their experiences with previous projects, perception of the research project, and of the re-
searchers, time availability and scope of action, was not performed. Likewise, no system-
atic analysis was carried out regarding the consequences of the project in terms of inno-
vations, improved practices, creation of knowledge and awareness among stakeholders,
improvement of skills and livelihoods, empowerment and social capital.

However, observations performed during the events and the interviews with partic-
ipating farmers and key stakeholders show that the stakeholders actively participated in
the research project, making a large investment in terms of labour and time. They were
willing to cooperate with the scientists because they were in a situation of crisis, had high
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expectations regarding the project, and believed that their voices should be heard by the
researchers. This section may be divided by subheadings. It should provide a concise and
precise description of the experimental results, their interpretation, as well as the experi-
mental conclusions that can be drawn.

4. Discussion

4.1. Project type

The RBS project was a mix of basic and applied research activities. Like other empir-
ical studies [42-46], it shows that participatory methods are primarily used in applied re-
search activities. Here, traditional participatory activities were carried out, such as on-
farm research in WP2, but also more innovative ones were envisaged, such as the one
conducted in WP5. Instead, basic research (for example, mesofield research at university
laboratories and work on experimental plots in WP2) appears to have less potential for
adopting a participatory approach. In fact, in WP3 and WP4, characterized by basic re-
search, the degree of stakeholders’ participation was lower, with interactions that were
limited to consulting stakeholders on critical issues and solutions identified by researchers
and the provision of information by farmers and other stakeholders.

According to Neef and Neubert [16], the objective of a research project has a strong
influence on the potential for involving stakeholder in the research process. Research with
a major focus on complex and contested concepts, such as “sustainable agriculture”, they
say, may call for striking a balance among the objectives and interests of scientists, farm-
ers, and other local stakeholders. The particular strength of participatory approaches, they
add, lies in addressing complexity and heterogeneity in a holistic way [14,47,15]. In our
case, the general objective of the project was precisely to facilitate the transition to more
sustainable rice farming, in particular organic farming. For this reason, the partnership
tried to reconcile research objectives closer to the interests of researchers with the objec-
tives of responding to the problems of the sector and the needs of its various actors. As a
result, traditional research activities, in which the contribution of stakeholders was limited
and purely of a consultative nature, were combined with more participatory activities.
This project structure reflects the most current theoretical orientations on participation,
aimed at optimizing rather than maximizing participation.

Given the complexity and multidimensionality of the research challenge, the poten-
tial users and beneficiaries of the project were many and heterogeneous. This led to diffi-
culties in terms of stakeholder involvement, due to the large number of potentially inter-
ested actors and the diversity of specific actions concerning the different targets. As men-
tioned above, in our case study there was a lack of identification and selection of the stake-
holders with which to interact. For this reason, the interactions with stakeholders, albeit
numerous, were carried out with a certain degree of discretion on the part of the research-
ers, based on their preferences and attitudes, as already highlighted by Menconi et al. [9].

The institutional and socio-political context of the research played an important role
in the project’s conception and implementation phases. In our case study, the client for-
mulated specific requests regarding the content of the project and its approach. To this
end, two specific WPs were included: one, WP1, which, in addition to coordinating the
project, was aimed at supporting MIPAAF in policy making and drafting legislation, and
the other, WP6, intended to facilitate a transdisciplinary and participatory approach, fos-
tering the active involvement of stakeholders. WP1 was successful in achieving its goals;
in fact, the priorities decided by MIPAAF were included both in the project design phase
and in its implementation, when urgent issues not foreseen in the design phase emerged.
Although this willingness on the part of the researchers to modify the objectives and re-
search activities to respond to the client’s requests may appear obvious — the client pays
and its requests are met by the researchers —, it highlights the fact that, besides being will-
ing, the researchers actually managed to implement these changes. This ability should be
taken into consideration and valued to promote change even in the areas (those of WP6)
in which researchers were not motivated to collaborate. In the future, MIPAAF may
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consider interacting more closely with researchers, formulating more precise requests also
for what concerns the participatory approach. For example, room for negotiation with
stakeholders during a project should be effectively incorporated into its design and nego-
tiation results should be included in project assessment. Researchers should be asked to
provide evidence of whether and how stakeholders” priorities and perspectives are taken
into consideration.

At the same time, the institutions responsible for the governance of agricultural re-
search should develop a political and institutional context in which participatory research
can actually be tested. For example, our study shows that the duration of a project affects
its participatory approach. In the design activities and in the early stages of a project, there
is a greater willingness to carry out participatory activities, which then tends to decrease
as the project approaches its end. To be effective, participatory projects need constant ad-
justments, learning in the field, and experimentation. All this implies that any project
should have a suitable duration, so that participatory activities are not compressed and
end up losing their value [25]. Also Bijttebier and Liberloo [48], who analyzed the role of
participatory reflexive monitoring to foster transdisciplinary knowledge exchanges on
agroecological innovation, warn that these processes take time if they are to be effective.

We will address the issue of support from the institutional context when dealing with
barriers to participation pinpointed by our study.

4.2. Project approach

It is difficult to effectively apply a transdisciplinary research approach as intended
when the results obtained through a participatory approach are not integrated with those
obtained through a traditional research approach. This situation occurred during the pro-
ject and was not resolved, probably because there was no real room for discussion among
researchers or because there was no real intention to look at results that were already use-
ful and publishable through a more complex reflection lens, taking into account many
more perspectives and interpretations. This situation is attributable to a research system
that is still strongly oriented towards monodisciplinarity, also in the process of recogni-
tion of results, as highlighted by Ortolani [21].

From an epistemological point of view, the nature of the project and its structure
bring it closer to a constructivist approach, which, according to Probst [49], is open to a
participatory approach and to the inclusion of indigenous knowledge in order to scientif-
ically explain the complexity of reality. On the other hand, if we consider the characteris-
tics of the researchers involved in the project, as we will see later, in particular their aca-
demic background, their professional paths and their disciplinary field, this proximity
seems less decisive and homogeneous in the partnership.

The project envisaged a relatively rigid research plan that could not be easily modi-
fied during the research process. Unlike the conclusions reached by other authors [42,47],
who claim that a project of this type does not allow taking changing needs and problems
into account, the rigidity of the research plan did not prevent the inclusion of new activi-
ties suggested by the client and the elimination of others, without specific consequences.

In the RBS project, local knowledge is a crucial component in the generation of scien-
tific knowledge. It is useful in all the WPs where it is collected through questionnaires,
interviews, focus groups and stakeholder consultation meetings. Also in on-farm re-
search, rice growers made available to the researchers not only their fields, but also their
knowledge and skills in cultivating them. In agricultural research, therefore, the collabo-
ration of farmers appears essential, as already highlighted by several authors [13, 50-53].
However, as already observed by Menconi et al. [9], in this interaction between research-
ers and farmers, the role of the latter was passive: they provided information but were not
part of the subsequent elaboration and interpretation process. They were involved again
at the end of the research process, as recipients of agricultural dissemination. In this re-
gard, our project was very active, organizing frequent specific events dedicated to farm-
ers, such as open days and visits to experimental fields. Between acquiring useful infor-
mation for researchers and presenting the results obtained with the contribution of such
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information, in our case study there were no other forms of interaction, with the exception
of WP5, where the entire research process took place together with the researchers. The
results published in Orlando et al. [37], with the names of all the participants of the multi-
actor research network, suggest that this research modality is equally rigorous and likely
to be revised by other scholars. They also indicate that it is difficult to articulate, describe
and validate the knowledge of farmers through a fully participatory research process, as
remarked by Hoffmann et al. [54]. Finally, these results can encourage the experimenta-
tion of this type of research even among the researchers who are most sceptical not only
about the value of participatory research, but also about the ability of farmers to take an
active part in the entire research process. For example, in our case study, most of the part-
nership researchers made unflattering comments on the farmers’ ability to participate in
the research process. This judgment originates from an experience of interaction with
farmers in which the role of the latter is limited to providing information. In the partici-
patory research experience of WP5, however, the interactions were much more demand-
ing for the farmers and the researchers had a positive opinion of them. This might lead to
the conclusion that, using a more interactive approach, farmers might become more re-
sponsible and trust on the part of researchers might grow. Beyond its value in terms of
scientific results, therefore, an experience of this type, if conducted with conviction by
both farmers and researchers, provides true learning to both parties in terms of skills and
attitudes.

4.3. Researcher-stakeholder interaction

Focusing on sustainable agriculture, where ecological, economic, and social interests
need to be balanced, the project dealt with a wide range of actors — e.g. farmers, both
organic and conventional, as well as the processing industry, distribution, consumers, lo-
cal authorities, and extension workers. The researchers should have carefully considered
whether a large number of stakeholders was needed to ensure a successful outcome or
whether working with a few representatives from the major stakeholder groups would
have sufficed. In our experience, researchers tend to contact as many stakeholders as pos-
sible, always using the same broad stakeholders’ list. The activities of identifying the
stakeholders, analyzing and subsequently selecting those to be involved and the most ap-
propriate ways of involving them were not conducted. This lack confirms that the fifth
dimension of participation, the characteristics of local stakeholders, is widely neglected in
the discussion of participatory approaches [16], while it would greatly help researchers to
optimise the use of a participatory approach [55].

Stakeholder analysis should be a preparatory activity for any participatory project
that takes place in a new context and for the first time. It should be conducted before
starting the research design, so that the selected stakeholders also participate in the design
of the project. If this were the case, however, the problem would arise of who bears the
costs of this activity, as well as of participatory planning. In the case of the RBS project,
the design took several months, actively involving local stakeholders, but it was a very
particular case of research funding in which the awarding of funds was direct and did not
involve competition. Normally, as the allocation of funding is uncertain, all preparatory
activities are limited to what is strictly necessary. In this sense, a selection in two steps —
first an expression of interests, then the preparation of a real research proposal —as already
experimented in various research programmes, could facilitate the implementation of pre-
paratory activities that support a participatory approach. The direction undertaken by
MIPAAF with the most recent call for organic farming project proposals [24], that is to
involve stakeholders in the partnership and therefore to provide them with financial in-
centives, must be carefully analyzed in future studies also in light of the principle that
stakeholders should participate voluntarily in research, rather than being motivated by
financial incentives [46]. The results of WP5, in which the participation of stakeholders
was intense, responsible, useful for the production of research results and voluntary, seem
to confirm this principle.
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Finally, the last dimension of participation, the outcomes of participatory agricultural
research, would require an analysis comprising expected benefits and actual outcomes,
which was not performed in our project but which, according to some supporters of par-
ticipation, should be carried out, as the success of a participatory project should be as-
sessed based on its ability not only to define knowledge and innovation but also to adopt
such knowledge and innovation and overhaul the whole socio-economic context [45,47].
Yet, in line with Johnson et al. [44], the duration of our project did not seem suited to this
sort of follow-up.

4.4. Researchers’ characteristics

In our case study, there were some good opportunities to develop a participatory
approach in the project: the clear demand for a participatory approach by the client; the
consequent planning carried out with particular attention to transdisciplinarity and with
the contribution of stakeholders in identifying research needs and priorities; a research
plan that responded to participatory intentions. What prevented the full application of the
above was the lack of previous experience in the context of participation by the partner-
ship and, above all, in the attitudes of the researchers. Researchers have a major influence
on the implementation of any given project [16] and are fundamental for the success of
participatory approaches [56]. In our case, a group of researchers was interested and well
prepared to experiment with innovative forms of stakeholder involvement and they were
able to verify the results of this activity with a scientific and rigorous approach [37,39].
The rest of the partnership, however, continued to interact with stakeholders as it was
used to, refusing to experiment with different proposals. Our study seems to suggest that
such attitudes depend on professional characteristics (institution of affiliation and aca-
demic education), as well as on personal propensity.

It is true that the responsibility of researchers should be better considered in the mon-
itoring and evaluation process of the project. It is also true that those who govern the
agricultural research system and intend to encourage a participatory approach in agricul-
tural research must ask themselves how to foster positive attitudes; in fact, the attitudes
shown by our researchers are not an exception [56,18-22]. Negative attitudes can be
changed and, according to Ison et al. [26], epistemological awareness and praxeology can
be developed through learning systems in which thinking and practice of participation
are incorporated. They also highlight the role of universities and higher education insti-
tutions in the facilitation of such learning of participation, creating the ‘learning spaces’
for ‘learning participation’.

Public funding is fundamental in activating participatory projects. In our case study,
the role of MIPAAF was key in gathering, coordinating, and orienting the top scientific
experts in the sector, encouraging transdisciplinarity and participation to increase public
awareness and involvement, and facilitating small-scale transformative co-learning exper-
iments in WP5. Additional actions might regard steering the political and financial system
to support the development of participatory thinking among researchers. There is a need
for collaborative action among research and educational institutions, funding agencies,
and policy makers for supporting the creation of learning spaces for learning participa-
tion, for example through tutoring by researchers who have been successful in previous
participatory projects or other initiatives to promote knowledge and duplication of suc-
cessful participatory projects, education and training, and mechanisms to both incentivize
and empower researchers committed to participatory research.

5. Conclusions

Stakeholders’ participation in agricultural research is a multi-dimensional process
that changes over time and in varying contexts, like any human interaction. Various par-
ticipatory elements and the roles and responsibilities of those involved should be consid-
ered more explicitly throughout the research process, from planning to implementation,
and should be reflected in its monitoring and evaluation. In this case study, we used the
analytical framework developed by Neef and Neubert [16] to guide the reflection on the
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results of a participatory research project in agriculture. The RBS research and develop-
ment project was analysed in its conception and implementation phases and different
WPs, focusing on the role of researchers and their interaction with farmers, other local
stakeholders, and the donor of the project. Indeed, researchers themselves certainly exert
considerable influence on the implementation of a participatory project and the question
of researchers’ interests, attitudes, and values is crucial to the success of participation, alt-
hough this aspect has remained largely unaddressed after Chambers’s claims [1]. This is
why there is undoubtedly still a need to study different cases and analyse both failures
and successes in participatory research.

Our study concludes that agricultural researchers, with some exceptions, still lack
not only experience and skills, but also a positive attitude towards participation, curiosity
and willingness to experiment in this area.

The authoritarian request for a participatory approach on the part of the client can
encourage more careful planning and effective involvement of stakeholders in the design
of the research. In carrying out the research project, there was an attempt to integrate tra-
ditional and other participatory activities. This solution went in a direction now consoli-
dated in the literature on participation, which is that of optimization in the use of partici-
patory approaches in agricultural research rather than its maximization. In our case, the
integration of formal and participatory research responded to the preferences of the re-
searchers and not to a specific intention based on the knowledge and practice of partici-
pation

The use of an analytical framework allows us to reflect and carefully evaluate the
development of the project, taking into account the specificity of the context in which it
was carried out, its dynamics and the characteristics and limits of the researchers who led
it. Thus, in the future, this integration will be increasingly considered and predetermined
to respond not only to the preferences of researchers, but also to the diversity of local
stakeholders and their actual involvement needs.

Our study also concludes that an authoritarian request for a participatory approach
is not sufficient to change researchers’ attitudes. Attitudes and perceptions are certainly
not static, but can be modified by learning to think differently and by acquiring the lan-
guage and practices of participation. We believe that a common participatory language
and mutual understanding may support a more informed debate on the use of participa-
tory approaches and effective participatory research. If the institutions that govern and
finance agricultural research want to support the transition towards more participatory
research, then they have to encourage the creation of a learning space, through joint and
coordinated actions between the scientific community and the educational system.
Among these, the dissemination of the results of participated projects is of great value.
The experience of a participatory project and reflection on the experience are training for
the researchers involved — in this sense, we can speak of learning by doing — but also for
others, even if expectations in terms of participation are not fully met.This section is not
mandatory but can be added to the manuscript if the discussion is unusually long or com-
plex.
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