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RESEARCH PROGRAMME
PLANNING
P. Manikandan1
Planning of research programmes is a complex task, which requires
the consideration of a variety of factors. The research managers must
be aware of the research priorities, likelihood of the research
programme fulfilling the national research objectives, technical
opportunities of research, perceived needs of farmers, technical and
resource constraints that may crop up during the execution of research,
and a host of many other things while planning research programmes.
Studies have pointed out that either one or more of the following
deficiencies are normally diagnosed in the research programme
planning process. These include:
1. Research objectives are often not well linked to economic and
agricultural development objectives
2. Programme activities are not relevant to the needs of the
research users nor are they geared to producing technologies
easily adopted by them.
3. Not enough is known about the technology available from external
sources, thereby resulting in missed opportunities for borrowing
technology.
4. Research activities are often proposed without reference to the
resources they demand
5. Scarce resource are dispersed among too many activities
6. Researchers and producers' interests are potentially divergent.
The researchers, often, tend to work on the scientifically most
interesting problems; consequently, the technologies emanating
from such research may not be very relevant to farmers. As a
result, the adoption rate may be low.
7. Research programmes are often made up of a hodgepodge of
projects, activities, and experiments, indicative of a lack of problem
- solving objective
8. Researchers tend to overlook socioeconomic and institutional
constraints on the adoption of their research results.
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All these factors justify the fact that the research programme planning
has now become a specialization in its own right.
Programme versus Project
A programme refers to a set of research activities needed to produce
the information required by the clients of research in an area. A
programme can be national, encompassing activities in several
institutions concerned with one area of research; or, it can be at the
institutional level, grouping together only the activities of a single
institution. A programme is long term in scope and is somewhat
continuous. A multi-disciplinary team of scientists is, normally,
attached to a programme.
A project is a component of a programme, and it addresses specific
research problems. A project operates under explicitly defined time
frame, resources, and objectives. A project terminates when it’s
specified set of objectives have been achieved.
Agricultural Research Planning
Planning, basically, is the process of deciding what objectives are to
be pursued during the course of a future time, and what have to be
done in order to achieve these objectives. This implies that planning
has to answer three basic questions, which are I) Where are we now?
Ii) Where do we want to be? and iii) How can we get there from here?
Research Programme Planning need not be considered as stultifying.
On the contrary, planning helps to increase the effectiveness of
individuals and also of organizations by sharpening the focus of
research activities on fewer, most relevant areas for agricultural
development, through developing a sense of mission and
commitment, and improving the flow of information between the
various actors concerned with agricultural research. Planning should
not be construed as the use of economic models for allocation of
resources. Planning goes beyond the use of models, which are only
tools that may or may not be utilized as part of a larger process.
Planning is a necessary evil, which needs to be resorted to for
bringing about organizational effectiveness and increased output.
Nevertheless, planning is certainly not a panacea for all the problems.
One of the reasons for planning's poor performance, which is
sometimes encountered, lies in the approach used and also in not fully
recognizing that the process of planning can be as important as the
output. It is, therefore, necessary that planning process has to be done
with proper care.
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Types of Planning
Planning can be of different types. The type of planning that is
resorted to will depend upon the purpose for which the planning is
done.
Long range planning: It is based on a multi-year forecast of
resources and on projection of past trends in terms of research
activities and allocation of resources. This planning is characterized
by stability, continuity, and predictable changes. However, the
environment features high interdependence, uncertainty, rapid
technological changes leading to substantial and frequent shifts. By
projecting the vision of the past into the future, long range planning
cannot accommodate for fundamental environmental changes. It is a
static approach to planning. It tends to discourage the generation of
creative solutions and it leads to a routine extension of existing
activities.
Short range planning: Short range plan emphasizes on the solution
of problems that need immediate attention and that can be solved in
a relatively short time. Normally, plans covering up to one-year fall
under this category. This planning is basically a dynamic one, and is
adaptable to changing conditions and the emerging needs. This type
of planning requires a greater awareness of agricultural realities in
order that the plan addresses the emerging issues.
Strategic planning: This planning is based on the belief that the
future can be influenced by what is done in the present. Strategic
planning focuses on an understanding of the environment and of
the forces causing changes; it promotes creative thinking for the
generation and evaluation of strategic choices leading to the design of
alternative scenarios, and the identification of a preferred one amongst
them. This approach helps an organization create its future, not just
plan for it. Instead of a mere projection of past trends, it centres
upon the design of alternative scenarios for the future state of the
research system and the choice of a preferred one. The analysis of
the differences between current and desired situation, called gap
analysis, gives a measure of the changes that have to occur.
Agricultural research is hard pressed to produce results that will have
a likely impact in terms of solving the problems at hand.
Being responsive to the needs of farmers is one of the difficulties in
agricultural research programme design.
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Strategic planning precisely emphasizes the analysis of the
operating conditions and needs of the clients, and the evolving
market opportunities.
The specificity of agricultural research lies in the nature of
research itself, which requires long-term investment of the
scientists in their subject matter. Plans elaborated without the
scientists' involvement run the risk of being seriously distorted at the
implementation stage. Promoting the involvement of all concerned
with a view to reaching a consensus on main issues, which seems
to be the key requisite for the success of agricultural research
planning in general, is well served by the strategic planning
approach. The implementation of strategic planning requires a
participatory approach.
Misconceptions about Planning
Planning is usually seen as a separate function from other managerial
functions. It is normally considered as an ad hoc activity in time. It
is believed that it has to be carried out by specialists. Whatever be
the type of planning strategy that is adopted, it should be
remembered that one should not fall into any of the traps of
misconceptions that are indicated above. Any planning strategy
that is followed in an institute should be well integrated with
the budgeting, information, reporting, and organizational behaviour
system prevalent in the institute. If not, implementation of any
planning process would be a stumbling block.
Steps in Agricultural Research Planning
There are basically three distinct steps that can be distinguished in
agricultural research planning. They are:

A national agricultural research policy and strategy

A long term plan, and

An action plan, which translates the long-term plan into
operational terms for direct implementation.
The national agricultural research policy and strategy: These are
formulated at the policy level and they deal with decision - making on
issues such as:

the mandate of the system

the overall level of investment in agricultural research

priorities among broad research areas (commodity groups,
production

systems, or production factors) and their resource allocation
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organizational structures for the system

Linkages between the system and the users; between the
system and other sources of knowledge.
At this macro level, priority setting procedures based on
socioeconomic and political considerations become very handy.
1.
The long-term plan: This is formulated by the
individual institutes using the agricultural research policy as a
framework. Any type of planning strategy, viz. Long range planning,
or strategic planning, may be used. This step involves the
identification of long- term programmes. This means the scientific
research activities must be organized in programmes, either by
commodities, themes, production factors, or systems. At this
programme level, priorities are set among sub-programmes or
projects, based on a combination of socioeconomic and technical
criteria. This provides a link with priority setting at the policy level.
2.
An action plan: This third planning step is the translation of
the long-term plan into an action plan for direct implementation. This
action plan may be a long - term project of a longer duration or a
medium - term project of three to five years duration, or a short term project of about year duration.
This step consists of formulating research projects that correspond to
the areas identified in the long - term programme. For the action plan,
scientists prepared project documents which include the problem
analysis, research hypothesis, description of the methodology,
expected results year by year, schedule of activities, necessary
resources, etc. Priority setting of various proposed research projects,
by using objective criteria and proper appraisal procedures, help in
identifying the most important research projects that can be
implemented within the resources available.
Research Project Planning Process
The step three described above consists of formulation of research
projects by individual scientists. This project planning, in the context
of scientific research, covers at least three stages. The first stage
begins with the identification of the problems. This is a very important
step if the research has to address the needs of the clientele group. The
problems identified should be in tune with the mandate of the institute
and in the line with the policies and priorities set at the national level.
A scientist might end up with a couple of problems that need to be
researched. The second stage involves the evaluation and
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prioritization of these problems in the light of the objectives of the
organization and the urgency of research needed for these problems.
Out of the various problems, the scientist has to select the most
important one. The third stage involves the preparation of a research
project proposal. This proposal involves the preparation of a detailed
project proposal giving time schedules, manpower, and financial
requirements. The objectives and benefits from the project are spelled
out in the proposal, so that its priority could be established among the
various competing projects that are being pursued in the institute.
While implementing the research project, it is necessary to have a selfmonitoring of the progress of the research activity, with a view to
either modify or discontinue the research project in the light of the
progress that has been made.
The effects of changes in the environment and in the technical
objectives can be incorporated at this stage. Thus the research
project planning comprises three stages, which are i) problem
identification ii) researchable problem selection, and iii) project
proposal preparation.
Levels of Research Project Objectives
While formulating and proposing the research projects, it is
necessary to provide a clear, concise statement of project objectives,
including the four
levels of objectives, viz. inputs, outputs,
purposes, and goals. These provide the key indicators that can be
used for effective monitoring and evaluation, and also for progress
reporting. These four levels of objectives are described briefly below.
1.
Inputs: These comprise the personnel, physical resources, and
financial resources that are needed to achieve the stated outputs.
These inputs include manpower, infrastructural facilities, equipment,
materials and supplies, transport and travel, utilities and facilities,
support services, and funds. The specific requirements can be
worked out by developing a proper work plan. In research activities, it
is also valid to include leadership and a defined set of research
objectives as inputs.
2.
Outputs: These include those achievements that are derived
directly from the use of the inputs. For example, a maize breeding
project with sufficient manpower, facilities, and support (inputs)
would be expected to identify or develop, within an estimated time
frame, a new variety with desirable characteristics (outputs).
3.

Purpose: Purpose indicates what the research project is
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expected to achieve, once it is completed. In the example of the
breeding project, it is assumed that if a variety is identified with
desired characteristics (output), then procedures might adopt it
leading to production increases (purpose achieved).
4.
Goal: It is the ultimate objective for undertaking the
research project. In the broad context of national development, it is
usually a desired economic achievement for which the attainment of
project objectives is necessary but not always sufficient. Using the
same example of the maize-breeding project, the expectation is that
if better maize technology is available (output), more maize will be
produced (purpose), thereby contributing to a national goal of food
self-sufficiency. It is obvious that increased maize production along
is not sufficient to ensure national food self-sufficiency.
We can realize a direct cause and effect relationship between
input, output, and purpose. This is because, if inputs are provided
then outputs will be produced. If outputs are produced then the
purpose will be achieved. However, the relationship between the
purpose and the goal is less direct and casual, since many exogenous
factors are likely to influence the attainment of go a l . An indicated
earlier, achievement of t h e p r o j e c t purpose is considered
necessary, but not sufficient for achieving the goal. The goal may be
achieved, once the purpose is achieved, provided other causal factors
are also met.
The research manager has much influence over the attainment of
objectives only at the input, output, and purpose levels.
Research programme planning is, thus, very sophisticated and is a
subject by itself. If calls for concerted efforts of the scientists and
managers to make the planning processes and techniques work
effectively in any organization.
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