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!» Introduction 

Quite a number of rural sociologists all over the world believe 

that their research reports could be utilized more effectively 

in improving the decisions made by practitioners» V/hat can the 

rural sociologist do to stimulate the utilization of his research 

findings by practitioners ? This- question will be discussed in 

this paper in a rather hypothetical way,, whereas the other papers 

in.our workshop will give some case studies of this problem« 

Probably they will indicate the need to revise some of our 

hypotheses» The difficulty is that rural sociologists have given 

considerable attention to the factors influencing the adoption of 
2 ) 

agricultural research findings y, but as far as I know they 

never studied the adoption of their own research by practitioners 

carefully» Therefore the main objective of this po.per is to 

stimulate discussion» 

The approach I take in this paper is based on a collaboration bet­

ween rural sociologists and practitioners» I realise that a diffe­

rent approach is possible on the basis of the sociology conflict0 

In some situations rural sociologists can do research in order to 

force the practitioners to change their behavior» I will not dis­

cuss this approach here, because 

1» lack of knowledge on the conditions in which the sociologists 

achieve their goals by creating such a conflict, 

2, I believe that creating a conflict is only in exceptional cases 

the most effective way in Europe to achieve the goals of the 

rural sociologists, 

3» space limitations» . 

1) This paper draws heavily on: A»W» van den Ban, Utilization of 
Findings by practitioners, Ch» X in: G»D» Hursh, Survey Research 
Methods in Developing Countries, Praeger, New York, in print. 
Other important publications in this field are: T0L» Eidell and 
JcM» Kitchel edst, Knowledge Production and Utilization in 
Educational Administration, Eugene, Oregon, 1968, 
M0Po Millikan, Inquiry and Policy: The Relation of Knowledge 
to Action in I)»Lerner, ed„, The Human Meaning of the Social Sciences, 
World Publishing Cy», Cleveland, 1958, pp» 158-18o and 
L»S0 Cottrell and E»B» Sheldon, Problems in the Collaboration 
between Social Scientists and Practising Professions, The Annals 
of the American Academy of Political and Social Science, 346 
(1963) pp» 126-137<> 
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Some people believe that the problem of underutilization of be­

havioral science* research findings could be solved by writing 

better reports in a non-technical language, drawing better charts, 

making more and better teaching films and cranking up trans­

mitters in the mass media» Without denying that this approach can 

be of some help, I believe that the real problem is more compli­

cated. I assume that practitioners will only use research findings 

to solve their problems in a new way if: 

10 they realize that they have a problem; 

20 they define their problem in such a way that it can be solved; 

3c they believe that research can provide them.'with the informa­

tion they need to solve this problem; 

4„ they have confidence in the capability and the motives of the 

researcher; 

5o they know and understand the findings; 

6. they are willing to experiment with new solutions to the problem; 

7o they are in a social position to do so; 

80 they believe that they can obtain the money and other necessary 

resources to do so, 

The probability that these conditions are fulfilled will be 

greatly increased by: (l) keeping the practitioner adequately in­

formed at each significant step in the research process; and 

(2) by involving the practitioner in the construction of the re­

search design and general interpretation of the results as far as 

mutually is desirable» 

2 0 Pure and Applied Research 

I am not saying that all behavioral science research should 

necessarily be done with future application in mind. Undoubtedly 

there.is an urgent need for pure research, which only aims to 

contribute to the theory and techniques of the discipline« Some-

cont0 of p, 2 

2) Seç E.Mo Rogers, Communication of Innovations, Free Press, 
•New York in print0 
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times researchers, overaware by this need, apply funds, received 

for applied research, on pure research. Consequently the prac­

titioners may become dissatisfied with the return on the money 

invested' in behavioral science research» Usually research by com­

mercial research agencies is not done in this way, However, at 

universities the prestige frequently goes to .those who have build • 

a new theory and not to those who have helped practitioners to 

solve an important problem. Rural sociology is, in ray opinion 

correctly, mainly an applied behavioral science., As an applied 

science it should select the problems with important social con­

sequences and attempt to find a solution. This means that frequent­

ly individual cases have to be studied without the objective to 

generalize just as an engineer is doing in building a bridge« 

To solve this problem different disciplines often have to colla-, 

borate and non-scientific information will be used, e.g. on poli­

tical forces affecting the problem. To what extent are we. provi­

ding the practitioners with the important information they need 

for their decisions ? At this moment the most important social 

problem in West-European agriculture is probably that a number 

of farmers will have to choose another occupation in the near • 

future. Can we tell the policy makers how they can stimulate this 

and decrease the troubles for those involved in this process ? 

3o Cooperation Between Researchers and Practitioners in the 

Research Process 

This section will discuss cooperation between researcher and 

practitioner, whose problems the former attempts to solve. In 

section 5 we will give attention to the dissemination of research 

findings to other practitioners0 

Sometimes the rural sociological research is done for one practi­

tioner, e,g, an extension officer, who is responsible for the ex­

tension program in a certain area. Sometimes for an organization, 

e„g. the national extension service. Here it is impossible to co­

operate with all members of the organization. However, a committee 

could be formed of staff members at different levels with whom the 

researchWorker could discuss the problems. This committee should 

be responsible for the communication with the staff of the organi­

zation*, 
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3.1 Formulation of the research pr.o"blem 

Cooperation between the rural sociologist and the practitioner 

can increase the chance that the findings will be utilized, 

because (l) it enhances the probability that the information 

obtained v/ill be valuable for the practitioners' decisions and . 

(2) it decreases the psychological distance between the resear­

cher and the practitioner. 

It is an exception that valuable research can be done by 

accepting the formulation of the research problem by the prac­

titioner. Frequently he is so personally involved that he cannot 

dissociate himself sufficiently to appreciate the major aspects 

of his problem. In other situations the problem is so wide that it 

is impossible to give reliable answers to all questions in one 

study. In a whole set of studies many aspects of the life of 

the group in which the practitioner is interested could be in­

vestigated. When the researcher formulates"the research problem 

himself, the -research is often not relevant to policy decisions. 

Fox' instance about 2oo studies found that there is usually positive 

correlation between education and the adoption of innovations. 

In the long term the extension administrator can use this result 

to increase the adoption level of his clients by improving their 

level of education. I know of only one study investigating the 

relationship betv/een the educationol level of the extension 

officers and the adoption of innovations by their client. 

These findings are much easier implemented by an extension ad­

ministrator, especially if he is increasing the size of his 

extension staff. In discussion with the practitioner of the de­

cisions he will have to take,together with information available, 

the researcher can discover the major gaps in this information. 

Some of these gaps might be filled by research, but v/e cannot 

hope that this will be the case v/ith all of them in the near 

future, due to lack of time, money and the present state of the 

1) Extension Evaluation, Allahabad Agricultural Institute, 1957» 



behavioral sciences, which does not allow us to obtain reliable 

information on important topics» An example of the latter is the 

relative importance farmers will attach to income and leisure0 

lo or 2o years from now» This information is essential for 

decisions regarding the future structure of family farms« 

The cooperation between researcher and practitioner in the formu­

lation of the research problem can cause a number of difficulties0 

Due to internal friction in an organization a practitioner may 

encourage a research worker to investigate his specific problem in 

order to improve his (the practitioner) position in this struggle» 

It also happens that one asks for research as window dressing; 

for prestige reasons, but not to use the findings. Counseling by 

the researcher on the way in which the' practitioner views his 

problems might bring such points out in the open„ 

Whether or not research findings will be utilized depends to a large 

extent on the consequences they have for different practitioners,. 

Application ; of market research findings often increases the income 

of the decision makers in the business firm which asked for this 

research» Rural sociological research is often done for government 

agencies, where such an increase in income is improbable» It might 

have other advantages for the officers involved such as pride in 

the accomplishment of„ a better service to their clients, or a 

decrease in the uncertainty of their decision making» However, 

it is also quite possible that the research findings only involve 

more work for the officers who are expected to utilize them» It 

is useful to explore these consequences at the formulation stage 

of the research problem, in order to exclude the possibility .of the 

findings never being applied» 

It is no exception that the practitioners ask only for research 

when they face difficulties in their work» Often by this time 

trouble shooting is the only possibility left, whereas trouble pre­

vention might have been much more effective. It seems that there 

are two ways in which one can stimulate requests for research being 
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made at the right time: (l) informal personal relations "between 

the rural sociologist and the practitioner, enables the former 

to direct the attention of the latter to the possibilities of 

research, and (2) training of the practitioner which makes him 

appreciate the possible help he can get from rural sociological 

research» 

302 Deciding on research methods' 

Decisions regarding research methods are usually considered to 

be the province of the researcher, because of his professional 

training. However, I believe that here advice from the practi­

tioner can be useful (1) to be certain that the research remains 

focused on the problems of the practitioner; (2) to profit from 

the information on the local situation that the practitioner has3 

(probably the local staff of the organization can do this better 

than the director)', and (3) to convince the practitioners of the 

reliability of the data gathered,, 

303 Gathering data 

The data are usually gathered by the researcher and his staff„ 

Efficiency bureaus, worried by the lack of implementation of 

their recommendations to improve organizations, increasingly 

involve the practitioners in the gathering of data. Perhaps this 

is also possible in some rural sociological studies. In regional 

planning for instance it might be useful if the planners them­

selves interview some of the people for whom they make the plan, 

thus bringing the planner in direct contact with his subject»' 

The data are perhaps less reliable than from professional inter­

viewers, but might be accepted better by the planner than a re­

search report« 

Also . the community self survey has a potential to activate the 

local population to the problems of their own community„ 
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3A Analyzing and interpreting data 

Involvement of practitioners in the analysis and interpretation 

of the data can have advantages. Firstly, in this way they get 

earlier information about some research findings. It is no ex­

ception that the final report is only published more than two 

years after the data have been gathered„ By this time the prac­

titioner might have, new problems and is no longer very interested 

in the report, or he might have been transferred. He is appreci­

ative of a"frequency count as early as a month after the inter­

viewing is ended. At that stage he can also discuss the further 

analysis of these data with the researcher. Secondly, this involve­

ment in the research process increases the motivation of the 

practitioner to apply the research findings. . • 

3*5 Publication of the research report 

To prevent difficulties it should be decided in advance who has 

the right to publish ( a part of) the research findings. Pure 

research has little value as long as the research findings have 

not been published. In the case of applied research, it is not 

always desirable to publish the findings. Also the medical doctor 

does not publish his report on the condition of his patient. The 

desirability of a publication depends on: (1) the possibility to 

generalize the research findings to other situations; (2) the 

effect which the publication can have on the willingness of the 

practitioners to apply the research findings; (3) the protection 

of the personal interest of the persons studied, who can not always 

be kept anonymous, and (4) the interest of the sponsor of the 

research. 

1) L0 Coch and J0R.P. French, Overcoming resistance to change, in 
E.E. Maccoby, Th» M. Newcomb and E.L. Hartley eds., Readings. -
in Social Psychology, Holt, New York, 1958, pp. 233-25o and 
J. Tully, Changing Practicesi.a Case Study, Jorunal of Coope­
rative Extension III (1966), pp. 143 - 153. 
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Reporting is usually done by the researcher, /but when the prac­

titioner has participated in writing the research report, he 

might be more inclined to apply the findings. He should however 

be asked to criticise the report before it is published. With his 

knowledge of the local situation he can often improve the report„ 

Minor errors can greatly decrease the confidence in the research 

findings. 

One should be clear about the audience for whom the report is 

written. Attempts to write for both rural sociologists and practi­

tioners simultaneously are usually a failure. It might be better 

to mimeograph a research report for other researchers interested 

in similar problems, publishing a summary for practitioners„ 

Usually they find little time to read a long report in technical 

language» 

3.6 Drawing conclusions for action programs from the research 

findings. 

The responsibility for action programs remains with the practi­

tioners. The researcher however, might" help the practitioner to 

draw the right conclusions. Most people try to forget the unplea­

sant information received. This may also occur with research 

findings which threaten the practitioner. An adroit researcher 

can help the practitioners to overcome the emotional implications 

of his research with group techniques and counseling methods0 

Our conclusion is that for an effective utilization of rural 

sociological research a closer cooperation between.practitioners 

and researchers is desirable as we find nowadays in most studies. 

This is especially desirable if: 

(1) the researcher has little previous knowledge of the* problems of 

the practitioner; and 

(2) the practitioner is not yet prepared to" accept the views of the 

researcher and to apply his research findings« 



- lo -

3.07 Tensions between practitioners and researchers 

It is easy to say that people should cooperate, but it is 

difficult to realize., Researchers-and practitioners being no 

exception» Some practitioners see scientists as people proving 

the obvious, as impractical, bothersome and nosy, always specula­

ting and hypothesizing, but never able to answer specific questions 

regarding problems in the field. These opinions are sometimes 

valid. In order to work with enthousiasm the practitioner should 

be convinced that he is doing a good job, but the researcher's 

task is to question this in order to find better.ways of solving 

the problems« The researcher is trained to hold in high esteem 

those people who make their decisions carefully« The practitioners 

often have to make decisions the consequences of which they cannot-

predict with any degree of certainty, due to lack of information0 

This information is sometimes not available, at other times the 

practitioners lack the time or training to gather the information„ 

Therefore the mutual respect, required for fruitful cooperation is 

not always'available., This respect can grow, if both parties see 

the need for cooperation and are willing to work towards the same 

goals,- appreciating the difficulties v/ith which'the other has to 

contend*- As.sonn as one is willing to express that one does not 

understand the behavior of the other party, without blaming him, 

a big step has been set on the road towards fruitful cooperation., 

Many business firms train their- staff to learn to cooperate with 

each othero Perhaps government agencies and universities will 

have to do the same. 

1) Qcgo C0 Argyris, Interpersonal Competence and Organizational 
Effectiveness, Irwin, Komewood, 1962„ 
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4o Some conditions for applied rural sociological research 

At the beginning of this paper v/e discussed some of the conditions 

which have to "be fulfilled before practitioners will utilize 

research findings» It should be clear by now that a similar set 

of conditions has to be fulfilled before the rural sociologist will 

do his research in such a way that his work is of real help in 

solving the problems of the practitioners: 

10 the researcher has a sincere and lively interest in the 

problems of the practitioners and their clients; 

2o he develops a full awareness of the problems of the practi­

tioners and of the practical alternatives available to them; 

3„ he takes time to build an empathie personal relationship with 

the practitioners, educating himself to their point of view 

and them to the value of good research; 

4» he is sensitive and able to cope with the anxiety he might 

arouse with his research; 

5. he cares that his findings are utilized, but accepts that 

the practitioners may make other decisions than he would have 

made himself; / 

6o he is willing to invest time in developing better practi­

tioners, who can make future program decisions in anticipa­

tion of problems and relevant to their causes - decisions 

which are attuned both to the organizational policy and the 

principles of social science; 

7o his superiors and sponsors allow him to spend sufficient time 

in helping the practitioners draw the correct conclusions from 

his study and ideally, in guiding the initial'implementations 

of the results vis-â-vis the problems studied,, 

Whether these conditions are fulfilled depends partly on the 

•organizational structure and partly on the norms of the group 

in which the rural sociologist is working,, In universities 

the prestige might go to those who publish the most important 

theoretical publications., In some research institutes or rural 
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sociology branches of action-agencies one..gets more prestige 

for the contribution one makes to the solution of field problems„ 

Frequently interaction 'with practitioners enhances the change that 

research develops in the applied directions» Isolation from other 

rural sociologists, and perhaps more important, from other be­

havioral scientists, makes it difficult for the applied researcher' 

to keep well informed on new scientific developments» It is not 

yet clear, how this dilemma can be solved, perhaps through 

sabbatical leave in other surroundings» 

5o Social science consultants 

Cooperation between researchers and practitioners .will not 

always, solve the communication problems between both groups» 

Firstly, there might be a large number of practitioners for whom 

the research findings are valuable. As is the case with research 

on the effects' of occupational choice, which has important impli­

cations for a large proportion of farm families. Secondly, the re­

searcher might have a high psychological investment in his own 

research findings, leading him to neglect solutions based on other 

research findings» 

In agricultural research the extension officers solve these problems 

pretty well. They gather the information from various researchers 

and convey this to the farmers. Additionally they consult these 

farmers helping them to identify their problems and resources, 

and analyse objectively the different solutions possible» In some 

cases .they, even train the farmer to use new techniques. Their job 

is not to be leader, who directs the decisions of the farmers, but 

this does at times occur» 

In the social sciences a similar task could be fulfilled by a 

social science consultant, who is now emerging in some countries 

in the socio-economic advisory service. The behavioral changes 

which are developed on the basis of social science research 
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findings are often complicated» As an example this paper, in 

which we urge closer cooperation between researchers and 

practitioners. One cannot expect every researcher or practitioner, 

having read this paper, to change his "behavior in this way imme­

diately, even though he accepts my arguments as correcte 

Intellectual knowledge and emotional experience influence this 

behavior« Therefore one might expect that a serious attempt to 

change their behavior pattern will be made after the researcher 

and practitioners have been confronted with a situation where 

they discovered for themselves the need to change their behavior, 

e»g„ through sensitivity training» Also if one agrees to co­

operate, and does not yet know how to cooperate or how to 

overcome the tensions that will arise in the process» Here the 

social science consultant could help» 

In other situations implementation of scientific advice might be 

difficult, due to conflicting political pressures» This is 

clearly the case with some of the agricultural policies of the 

European Common Market» Can we tell the practitioners"how to 

follow scientific advice in such a situation ? 

6» Training of Practitioners in Rural Sociology 

I feel that there are two problems involved in the training of 

practitioners in rural sociology» Firstly they need a different 

kind of training to researchers, whereas most of the university 

training is directed towards producing researchers» It is not 

important that the practitioners are well acquainted with modern 

social theories, but that they should learn to analyse more 

accurately situations in which they have to make decisions» 

Secondly after training and several years experience in technical 

agriculture they may achieve a position involving decisions on 

l) A good example of how this training can be given is provided 
by D. Kahnemann and E»0. Schild, Training Agents for Social 
Change in Israel, Human Organization, 26 (1966) pp» 71 - 77» 
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policy, their training in rural sociology being lo or 2o years 

out of date. It is my opinion that it is necessary for our uni­

versities to give post-graduate courses for these people, not a 

conference of a few days, but courses lasting at least three months,, 

This idea of "education permanente" is generally accepted in the 

United States, but not yet in Europe. Accepting this idea in govern­

ment circles could help to adjust policy making to the rapid de­

velopment of the social sciences. The universities will have to 

make time for these post-graduate courses despite of their diffi­

culties in handling the rapidly growing number of students. 

7. Social Engineering 

In the natural sciences there is a clear distinction between pure 

sciences, such as physics or biology, and applied sciences such as 

engineering and medicine. The object of the pure sciences is'to 

build a scientific theory which explains natural phenomena. The 

applied sciences try to indicate how certain individual situations can 

be improved; how a bridge can be built over a river, a patient 

cured, etc. There is no dûubt that both applied and pure sciences 

are necessary. 

In the social sciences there is not such a clear distinction. A 

good deal of the rural sociological research takes an intermediate 

position between pure and applied science. This might be a reason 

that it fulfils neither task adequately, neither the development 

of a scientific theory, nor the solution of certain problems. In 

genei'al sociology there is a pure branch which contributes to the 

development of scientific theory» However, I think we have reached 

the stage that some kind of social engineering be developed to help 

solve the urgent social problems of our time. 
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8o Ethical Aspects of an Applied Rural Sociology 

The development of an applied rural sociology and social engi­

neering raises important ethical questions. Under what conditions 

.are v/e entitled to use our scientific tools to change the life of 

others ? V/e can not cooperate v/ith all practitioners, because "they 

do not all have respectable goals. On what grounds do v/e make our 

selection ? 

The social scientists ethical code often is that he should prevent 

his research being used against the interests of the subjects he 

has studied» In that case it v/ould become difficult for other 

social scientists to do research among these people. Therefore 

it is in the interest of the whole scientific community to obey this 

code. The question remains who decides what are the interests of 

these people. Are the people themselves always capable of judging 

this ? What can the scientist do after he has published his 

research findings and these are misused by others ? 

The ethical questions are quite serious if the research is not 

published. In this case a government agency or business firm 

can use these findings against people studied v/ho will have 

little defence, as the research results are not available to thera. 

Scientific development is becoming the most powerful force in 

shaping the society of the future. In the past most scientists 

have stuck to their, research and left the decisions regarding the 

development of our society to the politicians. Can v/e continue to 

do this when a method of social engineering is developed, which 

gives the politician more opportunities to change our society ? 

In my opinion everybody should find the answers to these kind of 

ethical questions for himself, but a defense that he has never 

thought about it is not acceptable. 


