
Would you, should you, could you?
Guidelines for successful participatory, on-farm research 
in sustainable agriculture

Participatory research is an approach that brings profes-
sional researchers together with citizen stakeholders to 
define problems or questions, collect information and 
use it to promote change. It is used within the natural 
and social sciences and takes place in diverse settings  
including farms, schools, laboratories, hospitals, commu-
nities and businesses. Participatory research is built on 
the understanding that scientists and stakeholders each 
have unique forms of  knowledge and resources,1 and 
working together is a better strategy than working alone.

Participatory research grew out of  innovative research 
methods used in developing countries. These include 
Participatory Rural Appraisal, which focuses on land use 
planning and land reform;2 participatory research that 
seeks to meet the specific needs of  subsistence farmers;3 
and Participatory Action Research, which focuses on en-
gaging all stakeholders in finding solutions to problems.4 

The benefits of  participatory research include the  
creation of  stronger relationships between researchers 
and other citizens, the exploration of  problems  
important to stakeholders, and the creation of   
knowledge and technologies that meet citizens’ needs. 
It can empower non-scientists to conduct their own 
research.5  Because of  the number and diversity of   
partners involved, participatory research may also result 
in more accurate science.

Drawbacks to participatory research include the effort 
needed to maintain relationships within a diverse 
group of  participants, and possible conflicts between 
the needs of  researchers and stakeholders. In some 
cases, researchers may find it difficult to publish work 
conducted in participatory settings.6 Participatory 
research works best in situations where both sides 
commit financial resources and time to the process. 
It requires effective communication among all parties 
involved, and is more likely to succeed when all partners 
enter the project with mutual respect. 

This publication addresses one specific form of  
participatory research—on-farm participatory research 
in sustainable agricultural systems. It draws on 
experiences using this approach for participatory plant 
breeding research at the UW-Madison, and as a result 
focuses on production agriculture.
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Participatory research in sustainable  
agriculture
In agriculture, participatory research forges partnerships 
between farmers and researchers to address questions 
about agricultural systems. Participatory research 
processes allow researchers to learn about and address 
farmers’ needs of  which they may be unaware. If  
farmers participate in research from the beginning, it is 
more likely that they will accept its results and that its 
outcomes will benefit rural communities.

Over the last ten years, on-farm, participatory research 
has been increasingly important to sustainable agricultur-
al research.7 Sustainable agriculture relies on a complex 
set of  practices to build soil health, maintain fertility, 
manage pests and produce crops and livestock profit-
ably. Because building a sustainable cropping system 
can take years, it may be easier to research these systems 
on working sustainable farms than to establish them at 
research stations. By using farmers’ land and expertise, 
researchers are better able to understand diversity and 
complexity in agricultural systems. Researchers carrying 
out interdisciplinary projects, in particular, have used 
participatory research to look at the economic, agro-
nomic and social aspects of  diverse agricultural systems. 

Much participatory research has been done by non-
profit organizations and farmer networks, with farmers 
sometimes drawing on their own resources to conduct 
research in their own fields. While nonprofit organiza-
tions receive significantly less research funding than land 
grant universities, these organizations often have more 
experience with participatory research methods.



How does participatory research benefit 
farmers?

Participatory research can provide answers to questions 
that are important to farmers. On-farm, participatory 
research helps farmers gather information systematically 
and obtain statistically valid results. For instance, 
farmers experimenting with cover crops have gathered 
information on weed pressure and available nutrients 
to better understand how these crops will work in 
different soil types. On-farm research, whether or not it 
includes participation from researchers, provides farmers 
with opportunities to develop new production and 
management skills. Through participatory plant breeding 
programs, farmers in Washington have developed wheat 
varieties that fit the specific needs and characteristics 
of  their farms and markets.8 In some projects, plant 
breeders teach farmers new techniques for breeding and  
selecting seed, and help them compare varieties as they 
work through the selection process.  

How does participatory research benefit 
researchers?
Participatory research enables researchers to identify 
problems in farming systems with which they may not 
be familiar. It also allows researchers to benefit from 
the knowledge farmers have gained from their informal 
experiments and observations. For example, in work 
funded by CIAS, pasture-based farmers told researchers 
that their method for measuring forage production 
in continuously grazed pastures overestimated the 
amount of  forage that was actually available to livestock. 
Grasses that had been refused early in the season 
were not likely to be eaten later in the season, so they 
needed to be removed from production estimates. 
With participatory, on-farm research, the project gains 
a highly skilled, additional on-site research partner.  
Participatory research can provide an opportunity to 

replicate trials and measure the applicability of  results 
in ecologically diverse or marginal settings, especially 
under circumstances where financial resources or access 
to land are limited. It also builds farmer support for 
research programs. Funding sources for sustainable 
agriculture often require farmer participation. Strong 
relationships with farmers give researchers an advantage 
when competing for these grants and carrying out 
funded projects. When farmers participate in research, 
the results are more likely to be used by them.

Questions you should ask before starting 
an on-farm, participatory research  
project

Both farmers and researchers need to be aware of  
the constraints under which they operate in order to 
initiate, conduct and conclude a successful on-farm, 
participatory research project. Farmers and researchers 
may enthusiastically enter into this kind of  project 
but face constraints from their jobs that prevent them 
from being effective research partners.9 Perceived or 
real imbalances in power can lead to giving up on the 
participatory research process.10 The following questions 
can help farmers and researchers consider their 
commitment to a participatory research project. 

How much time will this project realistically take? 
How much time do you have now? Will you have 
this much time during the entire academic year or  
farming season? 

Do not assume that since planting a field takes three 
hours, planting a research plot will take the same amount 
of  time. Be realistic and take into account the added 
time research activities will take. If  you are a farmer, 
how does this project fit with the demands your farm 
places on your time? If  you are a researcher, do you have 
the time to visit the farm as often as the farmer needs or 
would like? If  not, can you hire someone to help?

Are some times extremely busy for you? Will  
research be conducted at those times? Can it be 
done at other times instead?

A lot of  agricultural research is conducted at the busiest 
times of  the year, such as harvest and planting. A 
researcher or student will not be able to work on the 
farm for the entire growing season. If  you are a farmer, 
does the project work fall within a time that is already 
busy for you? If  research is competing for time with 
farming, can you give this project enough time, or will 
you need help? If  you are a researcher, how does this 
project fit into your existing research program? Will an 
on-farm, participatory project compete too much with 
your current work?



What do you want out of  the research? 

Participatory research is more likely to succeed if  both 
farmers and researchers get the benefits they want from 
their investments of  time and resources. If  you are a 
farmer, do you want results that you can apply directly 
to your farm, or would you like to contribute to a more 
general understanding of  agriculture even if  it does not 
immediately benefit you? If  you are a researcher, does 
this work need to result in a publication? If  so, how 
does this affect your ability to help meet a participating 
farmer’s specific needs? Take time to make sure each 
side understands the other’s goals.

Will you suffer consequences if  the research project 
does not work? 

If  you are a farmer, can you tolerate an economic loss 
if  a trial of  a seed variety or animal production system 
results in low yields? If  you are a researcher, do you have 
the means to compensate farmers for any losses? Will 
you suffer any professional setbacks for participating in 
this research? How well does this work fit in with your 
program and personal goals?

Who will pay for the research, and how? 

Research requires time and capital inputs such as seed, 
land and equipment. Who will pay for this? Who will 
provide the labor and equipment? Will farmers be  
compensated for their time and materials, and at what 
rate? Both farmers and researchers can apply for grants 
that fund on-farm, participatory research. Who will write 
and administer these grant proposals, and write the final 
reports? How will you help each other?

Who will own or control the research findings? 

Under the Bayh-Dole Act, many universities require 
researchers to apply for intellectual property rights 
on things they create, such as plant variety protection 
for seeds or utility patents on machinery.11 If  you are 
doing research with farmers, will you participate in the 
application for patents or other property rights? Are 
there material transfer agreements that clearly define 
relationships among all participants? Do you share the 
same viewpoints on what can and should be owned? 

Do you deal with differences respectfully? 

Farmers and researchers may have unique constraints 
and interests that come from their different professions. 
In the best projects, they are able to draw on each 
other’s strengths and compensate for each other’s 
weaknesses. But it’s not always easy. As tax-paying 
citizens, farmers may believe that researchers working 
at public universities should be able to focus their work 

on farmers’ priorities. In reality, researchers are often 
constrained by the grants that fund most of  their work. 
If  these kinds of  differences are not worked out, the 
result may be disrespectful relationships and problems 
with communicating needs and ideas. Both farmers and 
researchers should ask if  they are able to communicate 
effectively with each other. Does everyone feel like their 
voices are being heard? 

Conclusion
Participatory, on-farm research can be successful and 
mutually beneficial for farmers and researchers. When all 
stakeholders want to work together on sustainable  
agriculture research, and have funding and time to make 
it happen, participatory research can work remarkably 
well. Without these characteristics, however, it is unlikely 
that participatory research will benefit either party. 

Going through the questions above before starting a 
project can increase a project’s odds of  succeeding. If  
farmers’ and researchers’ answers to the above questions 
conflict, it does not mean that they cannot move 
forward, but rather that they must be clear about what 
they can accomplish together. 

The list of  resources on the following page includes 
examples of  on-farm, participatory research projects, 
sources of  funding for this kind of  research, how-
to guides, and alternative intellectual property rights 
agreements. Used with the questions listed above, these 
resources can help you accomplish this bottom-up, 
activist approach to scientific inquiry.

CIAS research in sustainable agriculture responds 
to farmer and citizen needs and involves them in 
setting research agendas. Many of  our projects have 
on-farm, participatory research components. For 
more information about our work, visit our web 
site: www.cias.wisc.edu
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www.winterwheat.wsu.edu/
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www.plbr.cornell.edu/psi/ 

Northern Plains Sustainable Agriculture Society 
www.npsas.org/breed.html
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Nessmith-Lane Continuing Education Center. Georgia 
Southern University Statesboro, GA
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Research. Northern Plains Sustainable Agriculture Society. 
Call Tonya Haigh at 605-627-5862 to receive a copy.

On-farm Research Results and Pointers. How-to infor-
mation, including statistics for on-farm research. 
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USDA Sustainable Agriculture Research and Extension 
Program: www.sare.org
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