Communicating innovation:
the ‘In the Field’ project
Monica Janowski and Kaz Janowski

Under an apple tree in our garden in 1998, we talked about
innovation and communication. Monica is a social
anthropologist at the Natural Resources Institute (NRI) of the
University of Greenwich, whose staff need and want to
communicate the results of ground-breaking projects to a wider
audience who are not scientists or specialists. Kaz is a radio
producer at the BBC, which needs depth and really good content
in programmes. We decided that there was potential
complementarity there; and that we would try to make
something happen.

Two years later, after discussions within NRI and between the
NRI, the BBC and the UK Department for International
Development (DFID), we succeeded in getting a series of 12
programmes commissioned by the BBC World Service, and in
getting funding from DFID to support NRI’s part in the
collaboration. We called the series `In the Field’, with the
subtitle ‘Exploring Innovative Improvements to Livelihoods
around the World’.

Making ‘In the Field’
Building on earlier discussions, Monica put out the word at NRI
asking for researchers to volunteer their projects as topics for
programmes. The idea was that the researchers themselves,
where possible, would act as ‘barefoot reporters’ and would
carry out the interviews themselves, with villagers and local
researchers in their project sites. At the core of each programme
we wanted to have local people telling their own stories and
talking about their feelings about the particular problem they
had faced and how this had been tackled.
To act as reporters, NRI researchers needed practical training
in using the equipment and in face-to-face interviewing skills.
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Programmes in the “In the Field” Series
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• The Buabeng-Fiema monkey sanctuary, Ghana
• Tree pods - a new way of feeding goats, India
• The need for agricultural land in the city, Ghana
• Stepping off the pesticides treadmill, India
• Vegetable gardens in the city, Zimbabwe
• Farmers who just don’t farm, Poland
• Introducing ethical trade, UK and Ghana
• Different ways of understanding ethical trade, Ghana and UK
• Fighting the rat problem using new traps, Mozambique
• Alternatives to “slash and burn” agriculture, Bolivia
• Trading cocoa fairly, Ecuador
• Training “barefoot vets” to treat village animals, Indonesia

We arranged this at the BBC. The training was enjoyed by all;
BBC staff found the topics of the research projects very
interesting and the researchers were excited at the prospect of
communicating their results to a wider and more general
audience through their input to the programmes.
Once the researchers returned from the field, we used
excerpts from the interviews, local music and sound effects to
make the programmes, held together by a script read by a
presenter. Where voice-overs in English were necessary, we used
people from the countries concerned, so as not to distance them
from the interviewees themselves. We also interviewed the
researchers and included excerpts from these interviews in the
programme, so that the researchers became `characters’ in the
story too. Topics covered in the programmes were wide-ranging,
both geographically and in terms of subject matter, from
tackling the rat problem in Mozambique to trading cocoa fairly
in Ecuador (see box on this page).
We worked closely with the NRI researchers, and through
them their local research partners, to ensure that they, and local
informants, were happy with what went into the programmes.
We decided that this was very important since researchers told
us that that in the past when they had been in touch with the
media, whether print or broadcast, their work had often been
misrepresented.

The ‘In the Field’ booklet and websites
To partner the radio series, we produced a booklet with the aim
of consolidating what was in the programmes and to raise other
related issues. The booklet was funded by DFID, and was sent
out by the BBC free of charge to listeners, who were prompted
to write in.
We tried to make the booklet as attractive and engaging as
possible, with photographs of many of the villagers who talk to
us in the programmes and of the villages they live in and maps
showing the location of villages. The double page spread for
each programme is separated into sections for ease of reading,
entitled ‘Setting the Scene’, ‘Defining the Problem’, ‘Taking
Action’, ‘Global Relevance’, ‘Cast and Key Quote’ and
‘Thinking Points’ (see example on p.24). There are also two
double page spreads looking at cross-cutting issues related to
tackling livelihood problems. To ensure that the text for the
booklet was accessible, we brought in a popular science
journalist to work with Monica on it.
In addition to producing the booklet, we presented the text,
photographs and maps in downloadable form on a series website
at the NRI (http://www.nri.org/InTheField/). The audio of the
programmes is on a series website at the BBC
(http://www.bbc.co.uk/worldservice/sci_tech/features/field/index
.shtml).
The series was first broadcast on the World Service between
January and March 2001. It went out for the second time
between January and March 2002.

Who was listening and what did they think?
Our hope with the series was to increase appreciation of the
common issues and problems affecting people in different parts
of the world, and how these can be tackled effectively. We also
hoped that this would stimulate and encourage local initiative to
tackle problems of this kind.
Our potential audience for these programmes was very wide,
since they were going out through the BBC World Service,
which has a diverse audience all over the world, ranging from

farmer at a small mountain village about 140 km SW of X’an.
At that time I grew vegetables for making money. Nowadays I
usually grow vegetables on the balcony of my house for
enjoyment. Anyway, I love looking at and caring for vegetables.’
Another from Huthyfa H. Mohammed in Baghdad, who has
‘an interest in global issues and self-improvement’: ‘I am
enormously grateful and thankful for the significant help you
afford me throughout your fundamental informative programmes
broadcasted by your unique World Learning. In the Field, one of
these lively and provoking programmes to which I keep listening
intensively, since it enhances my knowledge and invigorates my
experience as long as I live in the modern world’.
From Anish Damodaran a livestock inspector from Kerala in
India, who was attracted by the programme on paravets in
Indonesia: ‘I have been working in villages as a livestock
inspector for about 5 years. I will try to become a barefoot vet.
This article has been a great source of inspiration. This has been
an idea I have been keeping for a long time. At some point in my
life I will go back to teaching. Then these notes can be a study
material. I will share these notes with anybody who is interested
to do first aid for animals, to love them or as a hobby’.

An educational role for ‘In the Field’

Reaching down to village level
We haven’t heard as much as we would like from listeners right
down at village level, although most of our correspondents seem
to have close contact with villages either personally or
professionally. In order to ensure that we are succeeding in
reaching into villages, we are hoping to go more local through
rebroadcasting. We have received several requests to allow
rebroadcasting of the series on local radio stations, which the
BBC allows free of charge.
We are particularly interested in an initiative in Zambia,
where rebroadcasting is being combined with setting up Listener
Groups to discuss the programmes at village level, whose
members use wind-up/solar-powered radios.

Conclusion: the benefits of partnership and the future
We feel that the ‘In the Field’ collaboration between the BBC
and the Natural Resources Institute has been a great success.
The two sides brought very different backgrounds, skills, and
networks to the table, and we found that these were
complementary in many ways. From the BBC’s point of view,
the collaboration with the NRI has meant access to a network of
knowledge and village-level research; from the NRI’s point of
view, the BBC has access to a wide audience of people in all
walks of life, also at village level, far beyond the NRI’s project
areas.
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opinion leaders to people at village level in countries where
English is spoken as a second language. To find out whether we
had been successful in our aims, we wanted first of all to try to
find out who was listening to the programmes, who was writing
in for booklets and what they thought about the series, website
and/or booklet. We were particularly interested to know whether
people at village level were listening to the programmes and
writing in for the booklet.
Since we didn’t have funds to do research locally on response
to the programmes, we relied on response to the booklet, with
which we enclosed a feedback form. In this we asked
listeners/readers to let us know something about who they were,
how they might use the material and what they thought of it. We
had a healthy response, from all over the world, to the offer of
the notes, both on the feedback form and by email. The initial
print run for the booklet was quickly exhausted and a reprint was
arranged in early 2002, in time for the second transmission of
the series in January that year.
We have had a number of requests from people at institutions
who see the material as a valuable resource for teaching and for
teacher training, both in the South and in the North. This
includes teaching in schools, at university level and teaching
extension workers at village-level.
We have also had many responses from people who were
interested on a personal level in the programmes. These
demonstrate the chords which the programmes seem to have
touched in relation to individual work and also in relation to
interest in how people live in other parts of the world, and how
these parallel respondents’ own experiences. For example, a
comment from Chun-Quan Meng in X’an in China: ‘I enjoyed
‘In the Field’ very much. It is an interesting and practical
agricultural programme. On January 30th’s programme you
review vegetable farming in Harare. It is a wonderful topic.
It reminds me of my farming activities in the 1970s when I was a

Because we received so many responses from educational
institutions saying how much they liked the programmes and
notes and that they were already using the booklet in teaching,
we decided that it would be worthwhile to formally pilot the use
of the notes and radio programmes in teaching.
We have therefore set this going in a number of institutions
around the world, both in the North and in the South. We
identified schools, colleges and universities to pilot the material
both through the responses which the BBC received from
listeners and through contacts which the NRI has with
institutions around the world.
As well as making class sets of the booklet available to
teachers piloting the material, we wanted to make it possible for
them to use the radio programmes themselves in teaching.
Although the radio programmes are posted on the BBC series
website, it is not always easy for institutions, particularly in the
South, to play these in a classroom. We have therefore produced
cassettes containing the radio programmes, which we are
sending out free of charge to educational institutions involved in
piloting.
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Crucially, as far as the NRI is concerned, the BBC has the
ability to make interesting and lively programmes that have a
wide popular appeal, translating the findings of research
projects into something that is human and accessible. This is
something which NRI scientists do not have experience in, and
consequently it is difficult for them to communicate the findings
of their projects directly to the people they most want to reach
– potential beneficiaries of their new knowledge at village level
around the world.
The fact that the programmes have been transmitted on the
BBC World Service all-English stream is both a help and a
hindrance to communication. A major plus is that programmes
can be made which are listened to around the world, and that the
drawing of parallels between problems and solutions in different
places is encouraged in a way that would not be possible through
a purely locally-focused series. However, most people in most
countries do not understand English and they can have access to
the programmes only through an intermediary. We hope that in
many countries where English is a second language there will be
at least a few people in each village who will listen to the
programmes and tell others about them. However, we do have
concerns about the exclusion of many people because the means
of communication is English. Rebroadcasting in languages other
than English, maintaining the original interview village-level
extracts and translating the script and voice overs, is a way of
overcoming this problem.
The feedback forms and emails we have received are only
partial commentaries on response to the material. We do not
have very much information on the kinds of people who are

responding in this way, and on the responses of groups of
people, in particular within communities at village level. It
would be very useful to be able to carry out research at village
level in conjunction with local broadcasting of ‘In the Field’
through a local radio station. This would enable us to make an
assessment of the responses of different categories of people
– for example young/old, women/men, poorer/better off – within
communities.
This in turn would allow us to begin to see how this kind of
approach, combining broadcast information with printed
information, can be used at village level to disseminate
information on useful technologies and to stimulate debate on
important topics. A particularly exciting idea would be to set up
links between discussion groups and/or interest groups (with,
for example, the same technical problems) in different parts of
the world through an initiative where the same material is used
in different places. This could potentially be linked to the
connection of villages to the internet which is developing in
different parts of the world.
■
Monica Janowski, Natural Resources Institute, University of Greenwich, Chatham
Maritime, Chatham, Kent, ME4 4TB, United Kingdom. m.r.janowski@gre.ac.uk
Kaz Janowski, BBC, Bush House, Strand, London WC2B 4PH, United Kingdom
kazimierz.janowski@bbc.co.uk
Copies of the booklet can be obtained free of charge from : World Learning,
BBC World Service at the address above or e-mailing world.learning@bbc.co.uk
They can also be found on www.nri.org/InTheField
For class sets of the booklet and the cassettes contact Monica Janowski at the above
address.

“In the field” will be transmitted for the third time
on the BBC World Service in mid-October 2002

