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PREFACE 

 

 

 

 

Research can play an important role in the development process. Not only do we 

have to know what we are doing, but we also have to look for technologies and 

interventions that may contribute to people's efforts to improve their situation. 

Recognition of the value of popular knowledge and its use within "knowledge 

systems" can also be helpful in this respect. Technologies and interventions are not 

introduced in a vacuum. Analysis of successes in development programmes show 

that active participation by the people for whom development efforts are intended 

is of the utmost importance. 

 

Within a system of research, one may distinguish fundamental research, which is 

solely aimed at expanding and deepening knowledge and insight within the research 

system itself, strategic-fundamental research which is fundamental in character but 

takes into consideration its potential use in society, and applied research which is 

aimed at more immediate application. In this distinction, strategic-fundamental and 

applied research in particular are potentially useful for development. Within the 

same worldwide system of research, however, only a very small percentage of the 

latter types of research is aimed at development, since the majority of any kind of 

research takes place in the North and deals with "Northern" problems, while 

research in the South is only partly aimed at development. One further point: in both 

North and South complaints are received of under-utilisation of potentially useful 

research. 

 

It was recently pointed out that a closer relationship between (potential) users of 

research and researchers at the design stage of the research could help to make the 

research more utilisable and utilised. Taking this into account, the Minister for 

Development Co-operation in the Netherlands has taken the initiative in supporting 

a number of new multi-year, broad-based and location-specific multidisciplinary 

research programmes in a number of developing countries. The innovative aspect 

of these programmes is that, although financed by the North, they are fully under 
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the control of a steering committee comprising researchers and non-researchers 

from both governmental and non-governmental circles in the country concerned. 

This committee is completely free to choose the theme(s) for their programme on 

the basis of what they consider to be most appropriate for the long-term 

development of their country or region. 

 

The programme research agenda should therefore really be determined in the South. 

Furthermore, the continuing dialogue between researchers and non-researchers or 

potential users concerning the research agenda and design of the programme, within 

the Steering Committee and in regular workshops, may help to make the research 

more relevant to local development and help potential users of the research to seize 

the opportunities provided by its results. 

 

These programmes, aimed at processes of change in society in a mid- or long-term 

perspective, are also described as broad-based and multidisciplinary, since no single 

(group of) person(s) or governmental or non-governmental institution or discipline 

is expected to take possession of such a programme. Furthermore, in addition to 

stimulating prioritization of research goals on the basis of needs as perceived 

locally, the programmes are also intended to support development of research 

capacity, which is of use, in other words which has a high degree of relevancy for 

work on development issues in the countries concerned. 

 

This idea of involving both potential users of research and the researchers in the 

design of research is a specific form to be found in a specific method or type of 

research: so-called participatory research. This method is particularly used in 

applied research, though it is by no means limited to problem-solving, but may 

contribute to the recognition and understanding of the situations and relations in 

which the participants find themselves entangled. It starts from a common effort and 

the co-operation of researchers and potential users, beneficiaries or subjects of 

research at a very local level and thereby short-circuits both the problem of the 

relevancy of the research and that of transmitting its results. This can work for 

policymakers at different government levels as well as for non-government 

organizations, social movement organizations, a local community or simply a group 

of households headed by women. The method often relies on gathering qualitative 
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data rather than using quantitative techniques which may not be adequate for the 

problem being dealt with. Furthermore, it is not only scientific quality that matters 

here; the social relevancy of the research is equally important. 

 

It is particularly used in some areas of development research where research is faced 

with severe problems such as relatively difficult circumstances, a dearth of similar 

research, poor research conditions and in particular ill-organized stakeholders 

setting the agenda. On the one hand, this specific method - participatory research - 

fits well within the objectives and concerns of the above-mentioned multi-year, 

broad-based, location-specific and multidisciplinary research programmes. On the 

other hand, however, it is unfamiliar to many researchers, whether engaged in 

development-oriented research or some other kind. The Special Programme for 

Research (DST/SO) of the Directorate General for International Co-operation 

(DGIS), which is responsible for the contacts in connection with these programmes, 

considered that it might be helpful to make available to its participants and other 

interested parties a relatively short publication describing the nature and 

methodology of this system, practical experience in its use and its application 

potential. Making this booklet available in this way does not mean that we consider 

the participatory method of research to be superior or the only valid one in 

development-oriented research. 

 

It is very suitable for certain practical or scientific problems, but in the case of many 

other problems other - as the author/editors describe it - more "conventional" 

methods will be more suitable. In certain cases, the participatory method is 

complementary to other methods. But other methods are also "conventional" in the 

sense that they are quite well-known and widely taught within the world of research, 

with their obvious (multi)disciplinary differentiations, and therefore do not need to 

be publicized by such a booklet. In addition, making the booklet available to the 

participants in the above-mentioned programmes does not signify that we believe 

that the participatory method should be used in all or most of the research in these 

programmes. The use of a wide spectrum of methods can be expected in these 

programmes and the participants are sufficiently mature to choose the appropriate 

methods for the different problems tackled. This booklet has been produced 
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specifically in order to assist in this choice and to give a somewhat less familiar 

method a fair opportunity of being used where appropriate. 

 

At the request of the DST/SO, the text of this publication was partly gathered and 

partly written by two researchers familiar with participatory research in their own 

work. Dr Marc Lammerink wrote his PhD thesis on participatory action research 

among rice farmers, brickmakers and fishermen. He works with Forestry Manpower 

Development Consultants and the International Water and Sanitation Centre (The 

Hague). Currently he is engaged in the set-up of the Strategic Research Programme 

in Nicaragua and is coordinating a participatory action research programme on 

community management of rural water supply in six countries in Asia, Africa and 

Latin America. 

 

Professor Ivan Wolffers teaches "Health care in developing countries" at the Free 

University (VU) of Amsterdam and has contributed to training and research in Asia, 

Latin America and Africa, especially in the fields of Primary Health Care and 

HIV/AIDS. As a member of the Advisory Council on Research in Developing 

Countries, he has been involved in quite a number of missions to several developing 

countries to introduce the concept of the above-mentioned research programmes. 

 

We are grateful to them for contributing their insight to this publication. They have 

had considerable freedom in preparing the text and they are responsible for the 

content, not the DST/SO of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in The Hague. For 

example, if in their enthusiasm in describing the participatory method they 

occasionally give an impression or formulation which reflects negatively on 

conventional methods of research, they have not been asked to correct this, even if 

this did not coincide with opinions at DST/SO or at the Ministry in general. 

 

Although their experience largely stems from their work in more narrowly defined 

health and rural research, the relevance of this publication is not limited to these 

fields. 
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In this area - biotechnology for small farmers in developing countries - a similar 

method called the Interactive Bottom-Up Approach was developed by Bunders
1
 and 

has had considerable influence on the Biotechnology Programme of DGIS. 

 

In its introduction, this publication first discusses different ideas concerning 

participatory research and its motivation and societal setting. The second part deals 

with the methodology of participatory research in four selected papers and one 

contribution by the authors on the subject of quality control in participatory 

research. 

 

In some of these papers, as well as in the six cases quoted as examples in Part 3, it 

can be seen that participatory research can be closely connected with action, and for 

some this makes it reach - or even pass - the borderline of research. This does not, 

however, make the method any less forceful. Part 4 discusses the above-mentioned 

programmes, following which the publication is concluded with some information 

on networks for participatory research. 

 

It is hoped that this publication will generate considerable interest and will be of use 

within - and possibly outside - the multi-year research programmes in developing 

countries, supported by the Dutch Government. The authors have done a most 

commendable job by unfolding the potential of participatory research so clearly. 

 

J. George Waardenburg 

Chief Scientist DGIS 

June 1994 

 
1
Bunders Josko FG (ed.). Biotechnology for Small Scale Farmers in Developing 

Countries, Analyses and Assessment Procedures, VU University Press, 

Amsterdam 1990. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

 

 

 

There is a growing realization that research can play an important role in the 

development process and in the last ten years increasing attention has been paid to 

research as a tool for development. This research not only focuses on new 

technologies and interventions, but also on understanding the process of innovation 

and change, and basing development on facts instead of on plans and ideals. The 

difference between these categories of research is somewhat arbitrary, because all 

research products have to be used at a given moment, confronting the researcher 

with the human factor, the community and its participation, indifference or 

rejection. 

 

The concept of scientists working in a laboratory on innovations for the community, 

whose purpose will be decided later might look old-fashioned (though it has not 

completely disappeared). However, the prevailing view on research is still that it is 

up to the scientist to discover the basic scientific facts and relationships and that it 

is up to others to somehow make use of these discoveries. In their attempts to 

achieve excellent scientific work, researchers often have to limit their goals and to 

try to control the uncertain factors as much as possible. The assumption is that good 

science might eventually lead to improved development practice. However, in a 

recent critical assessment regarding the conventional approach to development 

studies Edwards shows that in most cases research in this field has 'become part of 

the problem of underdevelopment, rather than being part of the solution to these 

problems' (1). Development work in practical terms has many uncertain factors as 

it deals with people, their culture, their history, their socio-economic and political 

situation and their different interests. It cannot ignore these factors and pretend that 

the world outside the laboratory is similar to that inside. And these uncertain factors 

are not a problem to be overcome, but an important resource to be respected and 

enhanced as it is local knowledge which finds its meaning within a cultural 

framework. Ignoring the importance of the cultural setting is perhaps one of the 

major explanations of their lack of success (2). Local knowledge is not only the 
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domain of men and women at local level, but is also an important and often untapped 

resource in government, NGOs and even researchers. Creating situations and 

methodologies with the possibility of reflecting upon one's own ideas and opening 

the mind to new ideas and perspectives is an important challenge in development-

related research. 

 

Moreover, development means change, and this has to do with human beings. They 

have to be involved in the process of change. People in the community have their 

needs and priorities, for which research capacity is developed and used. Especially 

in the development process where action plays an important role, the relationship 

between research and the community cannot and should not be ignored. It is 

consequently important both for the advancement of science and for the 

improvement of development processes to devise strategies in which research and 

action are closely linked. 

 

 

 

History of participation  
 

A trend towards community participation could already be distinguished in the 

1930s, but more emphatically after the second world war. It became clear that the 

difference between rural and urban communities, between ethnic and regional 

groups, and people with other lifestyles and values could only be overcome by their 

influence on the services offered to them (whether health, educational, nutritional, 

agricultural, economic etc). In addition, it became clear that these were all 

investments in people and not in a system, and these people had to play a role in it.  

 

The stimulus to have more involvement of the community in the research process 

came from many sides. First of all, it became clear that strong indicators were 

needed in development to understand what was done and to be able to correct. More 

and more sophisticated monitoring and evaluation methodologies were designed. 

This was not only undertaken by international organizations like the Worldbank, the 

World Health Organization, UNDP etc, but Non-Governmental Organizations 

(NGOs) realized its importance too. As scientists (trained in research methodology) 
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often belonged to these NGOs, the basic capacity was available, though it often had 

to be adapted to new needs. Other NGOs especially employed scientists for this 

goal.  

 

In a historical overview Rajesh Tandon sees six important trends that have 

contributed to the evolution of concepts and practices of Participatory Research. We 

quote Tandon from his paper 'The historical roots and contemporary urges in 

participatory research' (3): 

"The first and the foremost was a debate about the sociology of knowledge and the 

implications it has on epistemological formulation throughout human civilisation. 

This debate continues to pose the question that knowledge of human civilisation is 

conditioned by historical context (Habermas, 1968) (4). Therefore, by human 

history. It is within this framework that alternative historical views of social 

transformation and struggle emerged. The most famous of these collections came to 

be known as Subaltern Studies. These presented the view of society, human order 

and human history from the point of view of the marginalised, the work, the poor 

and the deprived as opposed to the dominant form of knowledge produced and 

articulated throughout history from the point of view of the rulers, the kings, the 

brahmins. 

The second historical trend which in fact stimulated the very first articulation of the 

phrase 'Participatory Research' came from the practice of adult educators in the 

countries of the South. As genuine believers in adult learning and in facilitating a 

horizontal dialogue between the teacher and the learner, adult educators evolved a 

methodology of learning and education which helped to establish the control of the 

learner over his or her own learning process. The same adult educator, trained as 

professionals and engaged in systematic research, particularly around the outcomes 

or their own interventions, began to face the contradiction that was rooted in their 

training as researchers. As professionally trained researchers they began to distance 

themselves from the learner, establish one-way control in their hands over the 

research process and pretend to carry out their research in a manner which had little 

or no impact over the learner himself. This contradiction began to result in 

reformulation, both in theory and practice, of a view of research which was 

sympathetic to, integrated and congruent with the premises on which the practices 

of the adult education was rooted. It is there that in 1974-75, the phrase 'Participatory 
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Research' was first projected and disseminated through this group of adult educators 

and subsequently promoted through the International Council for Adult Education 

and its national and regional member organizations throughout the world (Tandon, 

1988) (5). 

The third parallel and interrelated support to the ideas and practice of participatory 

research came from the work of Paulo Freire and Ivan Illich. Illich's critique of 

schooling in modern societies and Freire's contribution to an alternative pedagogy 

became the basis for linking Participatory Research as an educational process within 

the framework of popular education. A number of contributions related to this theme 

merged in the late 60's and early 70's which paved the way for strengthening the 

arguments in favour of Participatory Research (Freire, 1982) (6). In particular, the 

process of knowing and the process of education was shown to be interlinked and 

thereby reaffirming the fundamental human faculty of knowing, learning and 

reflecting. This gave further reinforcement to the argument promoted by adult 

educators in support of participatory research. 

Another trend in the history which travelled parallel for a number of decades was 

the contribution of Action Research. In particular, Action Research challenged the 

myth of a static notion of research and inquiry. It argued for 'acting' as a basis of 

learning and knowing. This formulation of Action Research, going back to the work 

of Kurt Lewin was recaptured in Latin America and subsequently became the basis 

for the formulation of Participatory Action Research (Fals Borda, 1985) (7). It 

emphasised the notion of action as a legitimate mode of knowing, thereby taking 

the realm of knowledge into the field of practice. From Lewin is the sentence: "If 

you want to know how things really are, just try to change them" (8). 

Another trend which gave significant epistemological contribution to participatory 

research came from the work of phenomenologists (Solomon, 1987) (9). These 

contributions legitimate experience as a basis of knowing. This gave the impetus to 

human emotions and feelings as legitimate modes of knowing, along with action 

and cognition. The contribution of phenomenologists thereby expanded the basis of 

knowing beyond mere intellectual cognition but also a stream of work developed in 

a significant way as a body of knowledge and practice within the frame of 

Experiential Learning (Kolb, 1984) (10). 

Finally, the debate on development paradigm began to place the question of 

participation as a critical variable in human development in mid and late 70's - 
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people's participation, women's participation, community participation, 

participation of those whose development is being attempted as central actors in 

their own development. This received significant support from the emerging failures 

of top-down, expert-designed development projects and programmes. A 

fundamental tenet in promotion of participation as a central concept in development 

required the use of knowledge and skills of those who are critical participants and 

central actors in the development process (Chambers, 1983; Oakley, 1991) (11,12)." 

 

From the side of the researchers, it became clear that a lot of research simply cannot 

be done adequately if the people concerned do not participate. Although it is clear 

that participation in research by the community is something which has advantages 

for both the community members and the scientists, such research does not 

necessarily imply action objectives. The spread of participatory approaches in 

development work has been extraordinarily rapid since the eighties. A wide range 

of approaches have emerged with strong conceptual and methodological 

similarities, such as participatory research, participatory appraisal, farming systems 

research, rapid assessment procedures, participatory action research. In this 

introduction we will look at interpretations of the term’s participation and 

participatory research. We will also take a look at the relationship of participatory 

research with more conventional research, research institutes, researchers and the 

state. 

 

 

 

Community Participation 

 

Community Participation is one of those words which are abused by many and run 

the risk of becoming very ambiguous. The community is a group of people living 

in the same village or neighbourhood, and as such organized into a municipal and 

social entity. Participation is the process of people being involved in, and sharing, a 

variety of activities with a communal goal (13). This definition may look very 

obvious, but one can immediately ask 'whose communal goal'? And this illustrates 

the different possible interpretations. A community consists of people which not 
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necessarily share the same interests and values. More often there are conflicts of 

interests both inside and outside the community.  

 

For example, in relation to the use of natural resource, the attention of a timber 

concessionaire will centre almost exclusively on short-term economic profitability, 

while for traditional forest users’ criteria such as risk minimization and social 

acceptance also play an important role. The women in a village will be guided in 

their actions primarily by the daily need to feed and provide for their families. 

Conflicts are particularly likely to arise between the interests of the local population 

and those of temporary or external users, for example between arable farmers and 

nomadic livestock owners or between local forest users and timber concessionaires. 

Which of the interests are prioritized - and in what way - in order to mobilize joint 

activities? Are these the priorities of the local authorities in the community or those 

of the powerless? Are these the priorities of the men or of the women? Are these the 

priorities of the landless or of the landowners? Are these the priorities as seen by 

the professionals (health-care personnel, national politicians, economists, 

environmentalists) or of the lay people? 

 

Many have written about this and it shows that there are many possible views (14-

16). On the one side, in the more conventional view, community participation is 

seen as a way to improve the delivery of standard services. By getting local people 

to carry out pre-defined activities, all kinds of services can be extended further and 

will be better accepted. On the other side, in the view developed by social activists, 

community participation is seen as a process in which the poor work together to 

overcome problems and gain more control over their lives. The first view focuses 

on shared values and co-operation between persons at all levels of society and 

assumes common interests. The second view recognizes conflicts of interests. In the 

latter, dialogue and participatory research is used to enhance people's awareness and 

confidence, and to empower their actions. This view owes much to the work of 

Paulo Freire (17) in the adult education movement and other Latin American social 

scientists such as Fals Borda (18). The experience collected in these activities is 

valuable, including for those who are not interested in social actions, but agree that 

development is a process of change. Community participation and participatory 

research are not neutral concepts as such and this has its consequences with regard 
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to definitions, interpretations, discussions, and last but not least the methodology of 

participation and participatory research. 

 

Concerning participation in health care, Katzenellenbogen and others write: "There 

is no single homogeneous view about the role of the community in educational, 

social service and health programmes. Differences in approach focus on the process 

of initiating the activity, the role of professionals and lay-people in such activities, 

the strategies used to achieve project goals and the orientation toward established 

power structures (13)." 

 

Oakley quotes examples of interpretations of the term community participation, 

which illustrates the wide variety and for some the confusion (19): 

1."Participation means in its broadest sense, to sensitize people and thus to increase 

the receptivity and ability of rural people to respond to development 

programmes, as well as to encourage local initiatives. 

2.With regard to development participation includes people's involvement in 

decision-making processes, implementing programmes, their sharing in the 

benefits of development programmes, and their involvement in efforts to 

evaluate such programmes. 

3.Participation involves organized efforts to increase control over resources and 

regulative institutions in given social situations, on the part of groups and 

movements of those hitherto excluded from such control." 

 

Susan Rifkin writing about Community Participation argues that we cannot just take 

a concept like participation for granted. One can only determine what is meant by 

community participation if one asks the following three questions: 

1.Why participation? 

2.Who participates? 

3.How do people participate? (20) 
 

McCall distinguishes three levels of participation: As a means to facilitate the 

implementation of external interventions; as a means to mediate in the decision 

making and policy formulation of external interventions; as an end in itself, the 

empowerment of social groups towards access and control over resources and 
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decision making. In the latter, participation in itself is a goal and not a means, it 

implies an acceptance that people can to a large extent identify and modify their 

own solutions to their needs (21). This means that researchers and development 

workers support local people to increase their capacity to manage changes in their 

environment. In chapter 2 we will see that these differences in insight have 

consequences for the methodological approach of participatory research. 

 

As we can see different forms of participation imply different programmes and 

different methodologies. However, realization that different interests and thus 

different interpretations of the concept participation exist are a first important step, 

it can prevent us from choosing the wrong methodology. It is not in the interest of 

clear understanding to pretend that differences in interpretation do not exist, because 

this may undermine the power of the whole concept. A comparable development is 

observed with the term Primary Health Care (22).  

 

A concrete example of different approaches can be illustrated by the diarrhoea 

campaign of UNICEF: the GOBI programme (23). People are informed about the 

programme's goals (treat dehydration that is seen in the case of children's diarrhoea 

in order to bring down infant mortality rates) and motivated to co-operate. It is an 

Oral Rehydration Therapy Programme, planned in UNICEF's headquarters in New 

York, brought to the people by social marketing, training village mothers to 

motivate each other and to prepare ORT (24). This absorbs funds, manpower and 

energy that cannot be used on other things anymore. Some claim that it is a vertical 

programme (25,26) and not based on people's own priorities. They prefer a more 

horizontal participatory programme. In such participation people analyse their own 

situation, set their priorities and participate with an NGO or GO to change the 

situation. In that case they will be the main actors and not mere contributors. Others 

again claim that it does not make any difference in what kind of programme people 

participate, because the positive effect is that they learn from it how they can 

participate and that they are not completely powerless. 

 

Though advocates of these different approaches use the same word participation, 

they seem to mean something different. The first interpretation can be seen as 

collaborative, while the second interpretation is participation on a more equal level. 
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Some argue, for instance, for a distinction to be made between 'community 

participation' and 'community involvement' (19). The latter would mean more active 

engagement of the community. The community co-operates with the professionals, 

they initiate and take responsibility. 

 

These different levels of participation are influenced by the role of the state, the 

position of professionals, the culture of leadership and experience with democratic 

politics. Some of these factors will be covered later in this introduction. 

 

One general misunderstanding about participation is that some people active in this 

kind of work have stereotypical idealized concepts of participation. Best results in 

a project or in research will be achieved when the whole community participates 

whole-heartedly. To think that full participation by all community members in all 

stages of the participation process is possible, is unrealistic. A community is not 

homogeneous, as we have argued. 

 

Within the framework of this publication it is not the intention to give the final 

answer to this discussion, but it should be kept in mind when looking at the different 

forms of participatory research. There can be difference in the form and level of 

participation in participatory research and different strategies and methodologies 

can be used. 

 

 

 

Participatory Research 

 

If we follow the line of argumentation from the previous paragraphs we will 

understand that there are different forms of participatory research, varying from 

participation as a first step towards major political change to participation for 

obtaining reliable data, varying from sensitization to make people co-operate in a 

programme to giving people more control over facilities. Participatory research 

comes in many shapes and sizes: it can be action-oriented and initiated by the 

community (or for them by a NGO or GO that acts as a catalyst), where the 

community has set the priorities and remains involved during the whole process, 
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including analysis of data and formulation of a plan of action. On the other hand, 

there is the more vertical form of participatory research where a researcher or a 

research institute takes the initiative to make contact with the community in order 

to facilitate his research. Both forms of research have the right to be called 

participatory research, but it is obvious that there can be an important difference in 

character. Some participatory research projects can therefore be very different from 

what is most needed in development work and lead to heated discussion. 

 

Writing about farmer participation (one of the forms that is best known) Ashby 

identifies four forms (27). These are: 

1.Contract: the scientists contract farmers to provide land or services. 

2.Consultative: the scientists consult farmers about their problems and then develop 

solutions. 

3.Collaborative: scientists and farmers collaborate as partners in the research 

process. 

4.Collegiate: scientists strengthen the independent informal research and 

development system which exist in rural areas. 

 

Local politicians, community representatives and project staff, mentioned in the 

previous chapter as being of vital importance for possibilities in participation, have 

a decisive influence on the outcome (28). A clear line can be drawn between number 

one on Ashby's list on the one hand, and number two, three and four on the other. 

The first is more typical of the vertical approach, while the other three forms have a 

more horizontal character. 

 

The collaborative or collegiate approach to participatory research contrasts sharply 

with the more conventional contract approach to research. In the latter members of 

communities are treated as passive subjects. A minority only participates to the 

extent of authorizing the project and receiving the results. Whereas in the 

collaborative participatory research, and even more in collegiate participatory 

research some of the people in the organization or the community under study 

participate actively with the professional researcher throughout the research process 

from the initial design to the final presentation of results and discussion of their 

action implications. 
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Collaborative participatory research is applied research, but it also contrasts with 

the common type of applied research, in which researchers serve as professional 

experts, designing the project, gathering the data, interpreting the findings, and 

recommending action to the community or client. In participatory research some of 

the members of the community under study are actively engaged in the quest for 

information and ideas to guide their future actions (29). 

Ideally speaking, participatory research is with and for the people and not on them. 

This means that the grassroots representatives and cadres should be able to 

participate as reference groups in the participatory research process right from the 

beginning - that is from the moment when is decided what the subject of the research 

will be. They should remain involved at every step of the process until the results 

have been published and the information has been returned in various ways to the 

people. That is rather different from the type of research normally recommended 

where the (detached) observer takes the initiative and sole responsibility for the 

work with sometimes other purposes in mind - like advancement of science, 

promotion, personal prestige. In the first social validation of knowledge is obtained 

not only by confronting previous ideas or hypotheses but also through the people's 

own validation mechanisms (30). All these elements change the researcher - 

researched relationship and this brings us close again to the earlier discussion on 

participation. 

Participatory research involves practitioners in the research process from initial 

design of the project through data gathering and analysis to final conclusions and 

actions arising from the research (31). 

 

So apart from these different forms of character of participatory research we can 

also see that there are different stages of the research process in which participation 

can play a role. In chapter 2 these different stages will be described in detail. 

 

 
 
Relation to more conventional research 

 

The research world (institutes and those working there) has its own interests. 

Though many institutes may get a basic subsidy, they are dependent on research 
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contracts for their subsistence. These can be long-term research programmes, short 

research projects or even shorter consultancies. This is true for research institutes in 

the developed world, but even more in developing countries. In some poor countries 

there are no own resources and researchers are completely dependent on donor 

organizations that come with their agenda's, philosophies, methodologies and their 

priorities. 

 

Knowledge and access to information is the capital of the scientist. We think that it 

is completely normal that the businessman is not giving away his capital, but that 

scientists should spread their knowledge and information. Basically, this is against 

their own self-interest and participatory research in which control over a research 

programme (priorities, funds, evaluation) is shared with others is not the first 

priority for most research institutes. 

 

In addition, institutes in our societies reflect and reproduce existing power relations 

giving these institutes a firm and stable base. It is no different with research 

institutes. Analyses of international research programmes show a strong 

dependency of research institutes in poor countries on those in rich countries (32-

35). In their turn, lay-people in developing countries are dependent on professionals 

in their country (including researchers). One cannot expect that these relations will 

suddenly change because of the introduction of participatory research. 

 

Many researchers are not happy with participatory research and one of their 

arguments is that it is not real scientific research and that its quality is low. As 

research institutes are evaluated on their output, which is in the first place of a 

scientific character, their concern should be taken seriously. For most research 

institutes it is more important to have an article in one of the first-class scientific 

journals than to have very interesting popular reports that NGOs can use. 

 

Mark Nichter (36) stressed that there is a great scientific need for participatory 

research. He stressed the fact that the view of many scientists is completely upside 

down, because they do not work in a participatory way. For instance, in the field of 

health care he writes: "What begins to emerge from a look at the primary health care 
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system from the bottom up is a view that health centres exist at the periphery of the 

community, culturally as well as physically."  

 

Similar examples can be given from agricultural research. Whyte argues: "The plant 

breeding breakthroughs of the 'green revolution' of the 1960s, which produced high-

yielding grain varieties, supported some enormous advances in food production in 

a number of countries. Yet as many critics have noted, the new technology has 

tended to favour those rural producers already in relatively advantageous positions, 

doing much less to improve the lot of the rural majority, even in some cases having 

negative effects by spurring labour displacement or land concentration" (33). Whyte 

stresses the need for a new strategy in agricultural research. There are more 

researchers who see the need for new methodologies and new approaches in 

development research. 

 

However, most of the experience with participatory research comes from NGOs and 

they have no need for fancy publications of their activities. This implies that a lot of 

their valuable methodological experiences cannot be shared. There has recently 

been considerable interest in participatory research and more and more network 

activities are being developed. Research institutes as well as NGOs are involved in 

these networks. 

 

For those who think that participatory research can be an essential contribution to 

development, these remarks are important. First of all, one should not expect all 

researchers to be able to work in this way. They prefer to keep control over the 

process and decide about priorities, methodologies and outputs. The second factor 

to remember is that some of the best scientific products of participatory research 

have never been published and that is the same as not existing. If participatory 

research is to play a more essential role in development research, we have to 

consider the fact that it has to obtain more status in order to be attractive to scientists 

and to make it worthwhile for NGOs to come forward with their information. 
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Relation to the state 

 

Another important influencing factor on the possibilities for participatory research 

is the political context in which it has to function. During the work of one of the 

authors in 1980 in Guatemala, he was accompanied by soldiers on each visit with 

the 'promotores de salud' to the villages to discuss priorities of the farmers. These 

farmers were quite obviously reluctant to speak. And in a research project in 

Indonesia in 1981 on nutrition habits, the local politician wanted to see the 

questionnaires before the research started. He suggested that all the questions about 

hunger should be scrapped, because that would give the Javanese farmers ideas. 

 

Participation is a concept that can be seen in the wider context of democracy and as 

such it belongs to its ideology. Platforms for discussion of needs and their solutions 

are necessary for participation. These often do not exist. A country does not have to 

be undemocratic for this, because it is often the local political leaders who have 

power to decide and who help to create a culture in which participation is difficult. 

And when participation is difficult, participatory research also becomes more 

difficult. 

 

Some countries even have an emphatically centralized form of government. China 

and Vietnam are examples of this. In these countries most policy decisions are taken 

in the capital and at local levels most politicians will try to work accordingly. Apart 

from government organizational structures, other organizations are forbidden. In 

Vietnam and China, you will not find NGOs, for instance. There are mass 

movements of women and youth, but they are tools of the authorities to implement 

policies from the centre. Depending on local leaders, these organizations can have 

a function comparable with an NGO. 

 

In countries where NGOs do not exist or where they are strongly controlled 

(Indonesia), participatory research will be much more difficult than in countries 

where platforms for the exchange of opinions and ideas freely exist. This should be 

kept in mind when trying to implement participatory research in these countries. It 

is only possible through local leaders who are powerful enough to withstand 
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pressure from the centre and who realize that there is a wealth of resources in the 

population that should be tapped. 

 

 

 

The contents of this publication 

 

It will be obvious that there are no strict rules for participatory methodology and 

that opinions greatly differ concerning the correct methodology. It is not our 

intention to preach the gospel of participatory research and to present a single 

methodology. Doing participatory research may even be more of an attitude than a 

methodology. In that sense Rahman writes that participatory research is a 

philosophy and a style of work with people to promote people's empowerment (30). 

Awareness that people have their own knowledge and wisdom and that these need 

a place in the research process is a first step. Realization that the sanctification of 

formal science and its products has an alienating effect on the majority of the 

population, excluding them from understanding policies and their impact on daily 

life is another. As soon as the willingness exists to do participatory research and to 

step out of the ivory tower of science, it may be useful to look at some examples. 

How did other scientists, NGOs, governments or popular movement do such 

research? 

 

In this publication we will first (chapter 2) present a number of articles that have 

been previously published, and that we have put in a specific sequence to 

demonstrate some of the methodological problems which may be experienced in 

participatory research. Wherever possible, articles are given for each of the stages 

of the research process. 

 

In the second part of the book (chapter 3) examples of participatory research will be 

presented. They will illustrate some of the general and methodological observations 

that have been made. We have tried to select examples of projects from different 

sectors and continents. 
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In chapter 4 an impression will be given of the problems from the donor's side in 

initiating a research programme based on the country's needs instead of on the 

priorities of research institutes. The Dutch Ministry of International Co-operation 

started this programme in 1992 and has acquired experience with this approach. 

 

Finally, there is a list of addresses of institutes with considerable experience in 

participatory research and network activities. 
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2. METHODOLOGICAL ASPECTS OF PARTICIPATORY RESEARCH 

 

 

 

As discussed in the introduction, there are several interpretations of participatory 

research, which may lead to different methodologies. Our intention is not to present 

the correct one, but to expose those who have no experience with these approaches 

to their possibilities and difficulties. 

 

Methodology of participatory research may start from the emancipation process of 

the community, which demands facilities (including research) to be geared to their 

needs and priorities (community takes the initiative); if a community wants to be 

involved and to have the possibility of being partners in discussions about decisions 

concerning the direction their lives will take, researchers may also decide to co-

operate with the population: to be at their service, to work on their priorities, to use 

their knowledge and wisdom, to involve them in the process of decision making for 

policies that may change their lives (researchers take the initiative). This division is 

somewhat artificial and most of the time one can speak of a combination of these 

two possibilities. However, seen from these two angles, it is clear that this may lead 

to two kinds of methodologies. The first one is social mobilization (mostly initiated 

by political organizations or NGOs) in which the community develops skills and 

finds its way through bureaucratic procedures to gain access to knowledge and 

information in order to be involved in decision making. The second is the one in 

which researchers look for the best way to involve the people in community 

development. 

 

 

 

What is research? 

 

There are several ways to deal with reality. Human beings try to predict and 

influence what is happening in order to survive. In an essay Malinowski described 

magic, religion and science as three of these methods (1). Of these, science is 

probably the most democratic because it does not need a prior belief in an 
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interpretation model, or an initiation and access to supernatural powers. Science is 

merely a process to test statements (research), to design this test or experiment, to 

report on it so that others can repeat the test, and finally to discuss the research 

results with other scientists and the society at large in which the research findings 

will be used.  

 

Every step should be controllable and repeatable. Participatory research does not 

differ in these ground rules and these basic steps are also seen in participatory 

research: 

1.there is a research need, leading to a research question; 

2.a design is made of a policy to collect data needed to answer the question (there 

are many methods and designs; an important distinction is the one between 

quantitative and qualitative); there are of course certain rules on how to collect 

data that are valid and reliable; 

3.the actual collection of the data (the quality of this work has to be checked 

continuously); 

4.analysis of the data (what do they mean in the context of our research questions), 

and 

5. reporting to all those concerned. 

 

Looking at this list, there are however also some differences between more 

conventional research and participatory research. The most important difference is 

probably that the research questions and priorities, in the case of participatory 

research, are based on the needs of the community as seen and formulated by the 

community itself. 

 

The first stage is therefore the most important in the process. It is the step of 

prioritizing and setting the goals. At this level it is possible to see the degree of 

participation in the methodology as a whole. Some scientists may come with two or 

three research proposals and consult the community to tell them what would be the 

most suitable to research. Can we call that participatory research? On the other hand, 

you can also have a community workshop in which they set priorities and ask 

researchers to do research in order to produce possible solutions. This will only work 

if there is a common understanding from the beginning between the community and 
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the researchers concerning the aims and forms of co-operation and expected roles 

of all parties involved. Communication between the community and outsiders can 

present many pitfalls. It is sometimes, therefore, difficult to distinguish between 

these two approaches as scientists and NGOs are often initiators of the process of 

communication and often have difficulties in hiding their agendas. Doctors will 

probably not always be thrilled to hear that the priorities of the community are 

agricultural or economic. 

 

The second stage of the research is the actual development of research design. Many 

conventional methods for data collection, such as questionnaires, are inappropriate 

within a context of participatory research, if aiming at maximum community 

participation in problem diagnosis and increasing awareness and self-confidence in 

improving the situation. In such situations methods are chosen which are relatively 

simple and use visual aids, in order to be controllable by insiders and stimulate 

participation; which are quick, to prevent frustration and loss of interest; which are 

aiming at knowing only what is really needed; which include intensive group 

sessions to enhance awareness and joint responsibility. Questionnaires are not 

totally impossible, but they have to be based on the questions of the community 

(reflecting their priorities and using their vernacular). For instance, one can design 

a questionnaire, do a pilot study with it and discuss with the community what were 

the good and negative points of the questionnaire. Community members may carry 

out interviews. 

 

An important focus of attention in participatory research is on the difference in 

problem perception and analysis between outsiders with a 'scientific' background 

and members from a community. Such research should be related to needs, and 

participatory diagnosis can play an essential role. This also lays the foundation for 

subsequent community participation in other activities. 

 

The actual data collection can also be done in a participatory way. In this case the 

community members are actually doing the research themselves, this demands 

considerable commitment on their part. It is obvious that the research design should 

be appropriate to answer their research questions. In research in which people are 

asked about attitudes, customs, knowledge and behaviour, good methodology 
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involves these people in formulating the best questions and methods. This goes 

much further than just doing pilot research to find out practical problems with which 

the researchers may be confronted. 

 

Analysis of the data obtained through the research is another field where 

participation can take place. Of course it varies per research project what the 

possibilities are, but it should be realized that the findings made by the researcher in 

a more conventional setting, will still have to be translated to the community. 

Findings made by the community members themselves do not need translation and 

will have much more impact. Some of the methodologies are in themselves a 

guarantee for involvement of the community in this process. For instance, the 

village-situation-analysis carried out in some villages in North East Thailand is a 

good example. Villagers jointly make a map of their village and provide data on 

what goes in and what goes out (in terms of money, products, people). While this 

information is being provided, analysis of what this means for the community is 

carried out at the same time. More examples will be shown in the introduction to 

Participatory Rural Appraisal (chapter 2). 

 

The way of reporting is another of the crucial differences between more 

conventional and participatory research. Researchers may often just report to their 

colleagues and the sponsors of the research. They are sometimes not trained in 

writing in a comprehensible way. Their reports are difficult to read and use of 

professional terminology makes it inaccessible to outsiders. This in itself is making 

democratic discussions on the research results rather difficult. It will be exclusively 

done by small groups of professionals and even the sponsors may be dependent on 

the interpretation and explanation of the professionals. Participatory research stands 

out as a form of research in which the results are distributed in a way that makes it 

possible for people from outside the scientific profession to participate in the 

discussion. This may have little scientific prestige but will give a lot of satisfaction 

and is a good check for the validity and relevance of the results.  

 

In participatory research various styles and procedures are incorporated for 

systematizing new data and knowledge according to the level of political conscience 

and ability to understand written, oral or visual messages by the base groups and 
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public in general. Three levels of communication are thus established, depending 

on whether the message and systematized knowledge are addressed to local people 

(sometimes pre-literate), cadres, or intellectuals.  

 

According to Fals Borda, a good participatory researcher should be able to address 

all three levels with the same message in different styles, using written, auditory or 

visual communication of the message. This can include the use of image, sound, 

painting, gestures, mime, photographs, radio programs, popular theatre, videotapes, 

audio-visual material, poetry, music, puppets and exhibitions (2). In participatory 

action-research there is a strong emphasis on the obligation to systematically return 

the knowledge gained to the communities and organizations, because they continue 

to be the owners. The owners may determine the priorities concerning its use and 

authorize and establish the conditions for its publication and dissemination. This 

dissemination should be in plain and understandable language based on daily 

expressions and accessible to all. The arrogance and technical jargon that spring 

from usual academic practices should be avoided. 

 

The above-mentioned different forms and levels of participation can be identified 

in each of the steps mentioned earlier. It may be obvious that there are many forms 

of participatory research and that no standard rules for such research can be 

provided. There are, however, some basic principles, which are concerned with the 

participation process, with quality control and with communication skills. 

 

It may seem that full participation at all levels and stages may be the most ideal form 

of participatory research. However, this is an illusion. Especially in developing 

countries, people will not always have the time and energy to be involved. If you 

want to make use of community members as interviewers, you will have to pay them 

for their work. And if the research project lasts a long time, it may be difficult to 

keep enthusiasm going, especially when it does not produce results that have visible 

advantages. On the other hand, if advantages and possible results are clearly related 

to the improvement of the livelihood of the communities, evidence shows long 

lasting participation and involvement. In those the research project might end up 

participating in the development endeavour of the community or region instead of 

the community participating in the research project.  
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Relation with quantitative research and rapid assessment procedures 

 

Before going into more detail concerning the methodology, we will turn our 

attention to types of research that are related or that are mentioned frequently. First 

a few words on the difference between quantitative and qualitative research. For 

those in social sciences this will be superfluous, but for those who have another 

background there is considerable confusion. Many biomedical scientists for instance 

may only see quantitative research as real research and may consider qualitative 

research as an interesting additional way of getting information. This idea is 

changing rapidly, due to frustration regarding the use of the quantitative 

information. A lot of the participatory research is of a qualitative nature, but 

quantitative research can also be done in a participatory way. In fact, what is needed 

is a combination of qualitative and quantitative research, both in an equal position 

with their own methodologies. Researchers who are used to mainly quantitative 

research may have to co-operate in participatory research with NGOs and 

representatives from social sciences to guarantee the collection of qualitative data. 

Participatory research is by definition of a multidisciplinary character, because it is 

impossible to work merely according to narrow disciplinary definitions; a holistic 

approach is needed. 

 

Given the lack of financial resources, the big problems which need an urgent 

answer, and the relatively slow conventional research methodologies, we have seen 

a rise in Rapid Assessment Methodologies. Opponents of rapid assessments have 

called these methods quick and dirty, while they describe the more conventional 

approach as slow and clean. Of course, not everything can be studied on the basis 

of rapid assessments, but the development of rapid research has brought us new 

methodologies and many of these have a participatory character. These 

methodologies may also be useful for long-term research. Rapid Rural Appraisal 

(RRA) was introduced in the late 1970s and was used to give quick, accurate 

information for the identification and appraisal of rural development programmes 

(3). More recently, based on experiences in India, the RRA became increasingly 
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participatory, leading to a new term Participatory Rapid Appraisal (PRA). This 

describes a growing family of approaches and methods to enable local people to 

share and enhance their knowledge of life and to analyse conditions so as to be able 

to plan and act. PRA owes much to participatory action research, agroecosystems 

analysis, applied anthropology, field research on farming systems and RRA. In 

RRA information is more elicited and extracted by outsiders. In PRA it is more 

shared and owned by local people. Among its many applications, PRA has been 

used in natural resource management, agriculture, programmes for the poor, food 

security and health (4). In the early 1980s, in the field of health research, there was 

the Rapid Epidemiological Assessment (REA). The Rapid Assessment Procedures 

(RAP) for collecting qualitative material were introduced later. Some of the wealth 

of experiences with this approach have been published (5). The rapid Ethnographic 

Assessment (REA) is a variation on this theme and focuses on people's beliefs and 

practices concerning a specific disease. Most of the rapid procedures are also 

participatory and many of the examples that will be presented in this publication 

come from such research. 

 

The following overview of approaches listed by Cornwell a.o. (6) gives 

participatory approaches developed since the 1970s. 

 

Box 1Some participatory approaches which have developed since the 1970s (in 
alphabetical order) 

AEA      Agroecosystems Analysis 

BA         Beneficiary Assessment 

DELTA  Development Education Leadership Teams 

D&D      Diagnosis and Design 

DRP       Diagnóstico Rural Participativo 

FPR        Farmer Participatory Research 

FSR        Farming Systems Research 

GRAAP  Groupe de recherche et d'appui pour l'auto-promotion paysanne 

MARP    Methode Accelere de Recherche Participative 

PALM    Participatory Analysis and Learning Methods 

PAR        Participatory Action Research 

PAD        Participatory Action Development 

PD           Process Documentation 

PRA        Participatory Rural Appraisal 
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PRAP       Participatory Rural Appraisal and Planning 

PRM         Participatory Research Methods 

PMD         Participatory Methodology Development 

RA            Rapid Appraisal 

RAAKS    Rapid Assessment of Agricultural Knowledge Systems 

RAP          Rapid Assessment Procedures 

RAT          Rapid Assessment Techniques 

RCA          Rapid Catchment Analysis 

REA          Rapid Ethnographic Assessment 

RFSA        Rapid Food Security Assessment 

RMA         Rapid Multi-Perspective Appraisal 

ROA          Rapid Organizational Assessment 

RRA          Rapid Rural Appraisal 

SB             Samuhik Brahman (joint trek) 

TFD          Theatre for Development 

TFT           Training for Transformation 

 

 

Setting the priorities 

 

When it comes to setting priorities, the different interpretations of participatory 

research are of great importance. Who decides about the priorities of population 

research? The farmers who need more children because many will die, and many 

are needed to work on the land? Or the economists who are worried about the 

population pressure and have already decided that population control is essential? 

Or the feminist organizations who may have found that boys are preferred by parents 

and that their daughters are neglected (high infant mortality among girls and in some 

countries selective abortions) and who demand improvement of the rights of women 

before more family planning programmes are implemented? Or should all three 

voices (and even more) be heard? 

 

The way the priorities are set is decisive with regards to the involvement of the 

community, the direction of the research, and the practical value of the research 

results. There is of course a clear distinction between micro-level and meso- or even 

macro level. Popular knowledge is often more available at micro-level, whereas 

when it comes to understanding the issues that are at stake at meso- and macro-level, 
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there first seems to be a need for communication in order to enable the community 

to participate. 

 

Communication is the key element in the methodology of participatory research, 

but again the different interpretations are important. Is communication a process of 

social marketing of priorities that have already been decided upon in Geneva or New 

York (you should have not more than two children, the introduction of fast growing 

rice varieties etc) or is it based on a dialogue in which the community gets the 

opportunity to express their experiences and to understand where macro and meso-

level relate to their existence? We would like to concentrate on this dialogue 

approach. 

 

Some organizations and researchers may be very active in supporting the needs of 

the community but are hindered by their professional prejudices. The first thing they 

start doing when they initiate their activities is to establish the needs. They will do 

a base-line survey to find these needs. Here we already see a number of essential 

aspects. How will this base-line survey be carried out? In programmes for the 

handicapped, we have seen well-meaning professionals training community 

members to go from house to house and to ask how many visually handicapped 

,people, how many auditive handicapped, how many mentally handicapped etc., 

there are. The end result will be a list of biomedical defined handicaps. Are these 

the needs of the people? There is also the possibility of starting with a dialogue with 

the community in order to establish a definition for a handicap. This will lead to a 

community definition that is more based on an appreciation of what a handicap 

means to people and how it interferes with people's lives in a more than biomedical 

sense. 

 

One never starts from blank. An NGO that starts this process will have its 

background. It can be an NGO that supports women's rights. It can be an NGO that 

is involved in health work. The NGO can have an environmentalist background or 

be based on a wide concept like community development. The process never starts 

with a real blank question and there is a negotiation process between the community 

and the initiating organization (whether NGO or university) on the setting of these 

priorities. 
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Needs can be established, and priorities set through workshopping. In a workshop 

the dialogue between the community and scientists can be organized. Some people 

think that a workshop only has to be organized at the start of a participatory process. 

However, the process of continuous consultation between scientists and the 

community is of great importance. The dialogue should be continued. 

 

Such a workshop should have inputs and outputs. Inputs are the discussion topics, 

that should be sufficiently open to allow a free dialogue, but sufficiently structured 

to make it led somewhere. It should be done in appropriate language. It should 

involve as many members of the community as possible (and if this is not possible 

there should be representation from all levels of the community). Outputs are the 

community needs and research questions. In section 2.3. some very practical aspects 

of workshopping will be described. 

 

The process of defining the needs in a workshop can be seen as part of the data 

collection. Often it is a kind of focus-group interview with the community. As many 

members of the community (and especially the ones with the least opportunities) 

are illiterate, it is important to organize a dialogue that suits all parties and does not 

only include those who are fluent in using language.  

 

 

 

Contents of chapter 2 

 

Some of the aspects of participatory research will be presented here. 

Section 2.1.Contains 'An introduction to Participatory Rural Appraisal' by W. 

Mwagiru, B.P. Thomas-Slayter and R. Ford. This chapter shows 

aspects of participatory research at different stages. 

Section 2.2.Contains an article by G. Le Boterf 'Participatory Research as a process 

of critical education. Methodological guidelines. 

Section 2.3.Contains 'Twenty-one rules for participatory workshops with lots of 

people' by Chambers and is a useful guide for those who wish to 

organize a workshop. 
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Section 2.4.Contains 'Some remarks on quality control' by the editors. 

Section 2.5.Contains 'Participatory tools for enhancing local initiatives by M.P. 

Lammerink and G. Prinsen. 

Section 2.6.Contains 'Participatory Rural Appraisal and Participatory Learning 

Methods', a paper that shows something of training aspects. 
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2.1. AN INTRODUCTION TO PARTICIPATORY RURAL APPRAISAL 
 

Wanjiku Mwagiru, Barbara P Thomas-Slayter and Richard Ford
2
 

 

 

This chapter summarizes the PRA handbook
3
. It explains the merits of Participatory 

Rural Appraisal and briefly describes the rationale and steps to carry it out. PRA is 

a simple methodology that brings a village focus to rural development and enables 

rural communities to participate in preparing and implementing Village Resource 

Management Plans. These plans support village-based projects which lead to 

sustainable natural resources management. PRA assumes that sustainable 

development can best be achieved by: (1) strengthening village institutions 

including local leadership, rural-based organizations, and government and NGO 

units; (2) integrating extension directly into village planning and implementation; 

and (3) calling upon technologies that village groups can manage and maintain. 

 

PRA teams consisting of staff from Kenya's National Environment Secretariat and 

division technical officers have carried out field trials in five Kenyan communities. 

They have stimulated improved soil conservation, tree planting, water development, 

health control, and food production. Some villages have also used PRA to increase 

income. Through a project directed by the World Resources Institute known as 

From the Ground Up, PRA is now under field trial in eight additional countries. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
2
Program for international development, Clarck University, Worcester, 

Massachusetts; National Environment Secretariat, Ministry of Environment and 

Natural Resources. Nairobi, Kenya. 

3
The PRA Handbook is a guide to conducting Participatory Rural Appraisals in 

Kenya. It is available from Clark University.  
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Rational for PRA 

 

PRA is grounded in a methodology developed by Gordon Conway and Robert 

Chambers, working with the International Institute for Environment and 

Development. Known as Rapid Rural Appraisal (RRA), the parent methodology has 

specialized subsets including topical RRAs, Exploratory RRA's, and Monitoring 

RRAs as well as PRAs. PRAs complement Kenya's District Focus for Rural 

Development, a strategy which encourages rural institutions to initiate their own 

development. 

 

 

PRA focuses on rural communities 

 

For approaches such as the District Focus, rural communities are the primary 

building blocks to reverse natural resources degradation and to increase food 

production. Three quarters of Africa's people live in rural areas. These rural areas 

will support large populations for the next generation and beyond. For at least the 

next two or three decades, sustainable development must build on rural institutions. 

 

 

PRA offers alternatives for marginal areas 
 

PRA assumes that macro development strategies such as structural adjustment or 

production of high value crops serve a portion of Africa's development constituency. 

Yet macro strategies often bypass rural communities, especially those in 

ecologically marginal areas where population is growing rapidly, where households 

tend to be headed by women, and where food production has been declining in 

recent years. 

 

PRA is rooted in the conviction that participation works. In the past, lack of a 

structured methodology made participation costly and inefficient for development 

agencies. PRA provides a structure which brings together residents and leaders from 

the community, technical officers assigned to the area, and NGOs. Bridging the gap 
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between intended beneficiaries and those who manage resources introduces 

practices that village institutions can maintain. 

 

 

Rural communities set resource management plans 
 
PRA maximizes participation by gathering data in group discussions, using mostly 

visual instruments. It holds community meetings jointly with technical extension 

officers to rank options according to village priorities and to draw up a Village 

Resource Management Plan. The plan indicates what is to be done, who will do it, 

how materials will be organized, and who will manage the implementation. 

 

 

Sectors are integrated 

 

PRA uses the theme of natural resources management to integrate development 

sectors. It encourages sectoral linkages by bringing together development needs 

ranked by community groups and technical specialists with expertise in water, 

livestock, wildlife, agriculture, forestry, and community development from 

government technical services, donor agencies, and NGOs. 

 

 

Eight steps in PRA 

 

1. Site Selection 

Sites for PRA analysis are picked either through requests from the community or 

upon the recommendation of an extension officer or government official. Locations 

tend to be places where there have been prolonged ecological difficulties or 

downturns in productivity. Administrative units in Kenya where PRA has worked 

effectively tend to be less than 10,000 people and smaller than 15 sq. km. 
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2. Preliminary Visits 

A PRA Team generally consists of 4 to 6 specialists of whom at least half are 

technical officers assigned to the area. Specializations include water, soil, forestry, 

livestock, community development, and other skills related to natural resources 

management. The Team meets with village leaders before starting a PRA to clarify 

what PRA will do as well as what it will not do. 

 

3. Data Collection 

There are four basic data sets to be gathered. All four are in addition to secondary 

informative as well as finding out about existing projects, institutions, and 

government services. 

 

3.1. Spatial Data 

A village Sketch MAP is compiled in co-operation with village leaders to identify 

physical and economic details and to locate the community's infrastructure. For an 

example see page 52.  

 

Time Required: 1/2 day. 

 

The team prepares a village Transect, in co-operation with residents, to identify 

types of land use, problems, and opportunities to solve problems. The transect also 

helps the team to determine whether there are sub-zones within the community that 

require special consideration. For an example see page 52. 

 

Farm sketches are organized for a representative sample of households in the 

community. Six to eight farms are identified, with attention to include examples of 

the variety of ecological, income, land use, and ethnic variation present in the 

community. Team members prepare sketches by walking around the farm with 

household heads. For an example see page 52. 

 

Time Required: one day, along with farm interviews, described in Section 3.3. 

 

 

 



 
 

 

40 

 

3.2. Time-related Data 

The PRA Team meets with residents to discuss what they consider to be the most 

important events in the community's past and prepare a Time line. Data are gathered 

in group meetings which include community residents from different backgrounds 

and perspectives, including young and old and men and women. Problems and 

opportunities are discussed. For an example of a time line see page 52. 

 

Time required: 1/2 day. 

 

Trend lines are developed, based on village perspectives, of a thirty or forty year 

pattern of changes in resource issues such as rainfall, crop production, soil loss, 

deforestation, health, population, and other topics of concern to the community. The 

PRA Team organizes groups of residents and leaders for this exercise. An example 

of a trend line will be found on page 51. 

 

Time Required: 1/2 day. 

 

The PRA team organizes a Seasonal calendar, using group meetings similar to those 

for the time line and trend analyses. Data on topics such as land use, hunger, disease, 

food surplus, and cash availability are organized and entered into a time scale of 12 

to 18 months. The seasonal calendar also helps to record village views of problems 

and opportunities. An example can be found on page 51. 

 

Time required: 1/2 day. 

 

3.3. Social Data 

Individual Farm interviews are carried out at those households where sketches are 

compiled. Details of the sample will vary, depending on the goals of the exercise 

but normally will be the same as the farm sketches in Section 3.1. Generally 

interviews last about one to one- and one-half hours and will serve to confirm that 

the information coming from group meetings is a valid representation of the 

community's condition. 

 

Time Required: one day 
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The PRA Team also gathers data about Village institutions. Groups of residents are 

asked to rank community institutions in order of importance and to construct 

diagrams that indicate the relationships between and among village units. An 

example can be found on page 51. 

 

Time Required: 1/2 day. 

 

3.4. Technical Data 

In addition to the time, spatial and social data, technical officers on the PRA Team 

assemble information on economic and technical feasibility, i.e. water or soils, 

needed to help villagers rank project activity. An example can be found on page 51. 

 

Time Required: one day. 

 

 

4. Data Synthesis and Analysis 
 

The PRA Team, sometimes with one or two village leaders, organizes the collected 

data and compiles a list of problems and opportunities for possible action. Problems 

can be organized by sectors or simply set out as a long list of topics. Opportunities 

are also discussed and assessed and presented in a full listing. Time Required: one 

day. 

 

 

5. Ranking Problems 

 

Villagers come together to rank the listed problems. In some cases, the PRA Team 

members lead the discussion. There have also been instances in which a village 

leader has served as Chair. The outcome is a set of problems that village groups 

agree are ranked from most to least severe. Time Required: 1/2 day. 
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6. Ranking Opportunities 

 

Village groups then rank opportunities that address the highest priority problems. 

Different strategies are possible to achieve consensus about the most feasible 

opportunities. Criteria for ranking include stability, equity, productivity, 

sustainability, and feasibility. Technical officers play an important role in this 

discussion so that solutions will be feasible in technical, economic, ecological and 

social terms. For an example see page 53. 

Time Required: 1/2 day. 

 

 

7.Adopting a Village Resource Management Plan (VRMP) 
 

The highest priority solutions are organized into a VRMP which takes the form of 

a contract between village groups, technical officers, NGOs (if any are involved), 

and external groups (such as a donor or international agency). In the five Kenyan 

communities where PRA has been used, the VRMPs have become basic work plans 

for all elements in the community including leaders, women’s' groups, church 

associations, credit co-operatives, farmer groups, and political organizations. For an 

example see page 53. 

 

Time Required: 1 to 2 weeks after the PRA is completed. 

 

 

8. Implementation 

 

Once the VRMP is completed, it is time to do the work. The best results in follow-

up have been achieved when a village leader (e.g. Assistant Chief, Chair of the 

Farmer's Co-operative Union, School Headmaster) has taken the lead. In another 

instance, a locally based water extension officer has become a critical factor in 

implementation. In still other situations where external resources were required (e.g. 

cement, wire fencing, hand tools, plastic bags for tree seedlings), NGOs have 

helped. In every case, the actual work has been performed primarily by the 

community’s self-help groups. 
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Advantages of PRA 

 

Community Mobilization 

The single greatest advantage of PRA is its capacity to mobilize community 

institutions around issues of sustainable development. PRA has raised awareness of 

what can be accomplished as well as how local groups, including women's groups, 

can do it. 

 

Primarily visual materials 

PRA assumes the rural communities participate most effectively when data 

collection instruments are visual. PRA utilizes charts, maps, and graphs that 

villagers can understand, comment upon, and amend during data collection and 

analysis. 

 

 

Interactive problem analysis 

Use of participation and visual materials enables the PRA Team to maintain 

sustained interaction with knowledgeable members of the community when 

defining problems, considering previous successes, and posing possible solutions. 

 

 

Defines village-based priorities 

PRA enables villagers to rank solutions based on local priority, technical feasibility, 

ecological sustainability, and cost effectiveness. This is accomplished through 

preparing the VRMP. 

 

Systematizes rural participation 

VRMPs present NGOs, government agencies, district and regional development 

committees, and local groups with fundable proposals that external agents can 

support. This enables development assistance to go directly to the rural 

communities. 
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Follow-up by local leaders 

PRA inputs are items that local communities can manage and control. 

Implementation, monitoring, and evaluation take place at little cost because locally 

based leaders have responsibility and capacity for follow-up. 

 

 

Integrated 

Because PRA uses natural resources management to integrate community activities, 

it stimulates basic sectors of water, agriculture, forestry, health, and education to 

coordinate project activity. 

 

 

Fast and inexpensive 

PRA is carried out quickly. An average of six days field work and three days 

organizing have been required. PRAs use technical officers who are already 

assigned to the field site, thereby minimizing costs. 

 

 

Products resulting from PRA 

 

VRMPs 

The most tangible product coming from the PRA is a VRMP which the community 

owns. In several examples, rural communities that had previously been divided or 

indifferent to resource degradation and declining food production have been 

organized. While the VRMP does not guarantee that all work will be accomplished 

nor that differences within a community will appear, it has been the experience in 

five Kenyan pilot communities that significant changes have occurred. 

Moreover, the changes can be sustained mostly within the community. 
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Organized Proposals 

A second product of PRA is help for communities to attract external support for 

small project activity. Whereas donor and government agencies do not have staff to 

carry out project design for individual communities, they do have support for 

communities that have helped themselves. In two instances, PRA communities have 

written proposals; several have attracted attention of NGOs; three have persuaded 

extension officers to find materials and technicians. The key has been the systematic 

and orderly ranking of community priorities as established through PRA and 

expressed in the VRMP. 

 

 

Strengthened Rural Institutions 
The entire process of data gathering, planning, and implementation provides 

important technical and managerial experience for rural institutions and increases 

their capacity to act meaningfully on their own. The essence of sustainable 

development is to have leaders and organizations in rural areas that van manage 

development on their own initiative. PRA helps to make such capacities possible. 

 

 

Action 

PRA also leads to action. Several examples have already been cited. Increased 

water, fuelwood, pasture, food production, and income have all resulted from PRA 

and VRMP interventions. Every indication suggests that such increases can be 

achieved in other communities as well. 

 

 

 

Potential applications 
 

Marginal Areas 

PRA, while suited for any ecological zone, seems especially well adapted to difficult 

environments. In that semi-arid areas all over Africa are now subject to significant 

new settlement and new agricultural land uses, PRA offers promise to help local 

groups to help themselves. 
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NGOs 

NGOs embarking on resource management programs can use PRA for low cost 

project design and planning with a high probability of effective return. 

 

 

District Focus 

In countries such as Kenya where decentralization in development planning and 

implementation has become official policy, PRA offers a menses for regional and 

local institutions to carry out effective activity in sustainable development. 

 

 

Volunteer Groups 

Voluntary organizations such as IVS or the US Peace Corps can use PRA to 

excellent advantage. Village volunteers can use the approach to learn quickly how 

village institutions operate and what rural communities perceive to be their highest 

priorities. 

 

 

International Organizations 

Increasingly the large bilateral and multilateral technical assistance groups are 

turning to decentralized planning and implementation as well as to non-

governmental units to carry out development activities. PRA lends itself well to such 

efforts. 
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2.2.PARTICIPATORY RESEARCH AS A PROCESS OF CRITICAL 
EDUCATION - METHODOLOGICAL GUIDELINES (1) 

 

 Guy le Boterf 

 

 

 

Introduction 

 

Background 

Starting in September 1976, experiences of participatory research based on the 

notion of "basic educational needs" were developed in some rural communities in 

Central America in various programmes of school and extramural education and in 

projects for the training of teaching personnel. The purpose was to arrive at a better 

understanding of how to select educational activities (both within and outside 

schools) in response to certain problems faced by the rural population in the areas 

under research. 

 

The purpose of the document 
The purpose of this document is to elaborate a proposal for general outlines of a 

method of participatory research. 

It is not our intention to present a model capable of application to any type of 

situation under research. Rather, it is concerned with general orientations and broad 

principles that can be adapted to various existing situations. 

This document does not put forward specific instruments (interview guides, 

questionnaires, statistics, etc.) corresponding to some particular part of the method 

propounded. These instruments cannot be elaborated in advance, but only on the 

basis of each participatory research project.
4
 

 
4
These projects may be: the development of regional educational planning, the 

development of a school curriculum based on community problems, the 

programming of extramural educational activities for adults, the definition of the 

activity policy of an organisation, the programming of a system of agricultural 

training, the selection of appropriate technologies to cope with specific problems, 



 
 

 

52 

 

 

1. Characteristics and main objective of participatory research 

 

In a "classic research", the population under research is considered as "passive", as 

a "repository of information", unable to study its own situation or to devise solutions 

for its problems. In this case, the research is the sole responsibility of specialists 

(sociologists, economists, technological experts, etc.), who are taken to be the only 

ones capable of formulating the problems of the people under research and of 

proposing the corresponding solutions. The results of the research are for the 

exclusive use of the researchers and the "decision-makers". The people under 

research are not expected to be informed of them or to question them. 

These characteristics explain the low level of effectiveness that activities decided 

on the basis of these classic researches have often had. The activities come into 

conflict with "resistance" on the part of the population, which is unwilling to commit 

itself to a project from whose conception and motivations it has been excluded. 

On the other hand, in trying to overcome these limitations, participatory research 

tries to help the population under research in the identification and critical analysis 

of its problems and needs and in the search for solutions to the problems that they 

themselves want to study and resolve. 

 

 

 

2. Proposal for a model of participatory research 

 

There is no unique model of participatory research, since it is a question of adapting 

the process to the specific conditions (resources, limitations, socio-political context, 

objectives selected) of each specific situation. 

The method which is proposed in the following pages was elaborated on the basis 

of the evaluation carried out during various national and regional seminars of the 

 
the revising of the curricula of educational centres, the holding of a popular survey 

in a specific field, etc. 
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experience acquired in participatory research. It is therefore not a description of the 

process which has been tried but suggests a new approach. 

Given these considerations, the model proposed here consists of the following four 

stages: 

 

First stage: 

Institutional establishment and methodology of participatory research. 

Second stage: 

Preliminary and provisional study of the zone and population under research. 

-Identification of the social structure of the population. 

-Compilation of the views of the individuals and groups of the geographical areas 

under study and of the main events of their history. 

-Compilation of socio-economic and technical information, using socio-economic 

and technological indicators. 

At the completion of this stage, a feedback from the results of the survey among the 

population under consideration takes place. 

Third stage: 

Critical analysis of the problems considered as priorities and which those involved 

(organised in "study circles") wish to study and to solve. 

At the completion of this stage, a feedback takes place of the progress achieved in 

the analysis of problems. 

Fourth stage: 

Programming and execution of a plan of action (including educational activities) to 

contribute to a confrontation with the problems raised. 
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2.1.First stage: Institutional establishment and methodology of participatory 
research 

 

During this first stage, the team promoting the participatory research together with 

the representative organizations of the population carry out the following tasks: 

-Information and discussion of the participatory research project with the population 

and their representatives. 

-Formulation of the theoretical framework of the participatory research (objectives, 

concepts, hypotheses, methods). 

-Definition of the zone to be studied. 

-Organization of the process of participatory research (institutions and groups 

involved, distribution of tasks, decision-making structures). 

-Selection and training of the researchers. 

-Preparation of the budget. 

-Drawing up of the timetable for the main stages of the participatory research. 

 

 

 

2.2.Second stage: Preliminary and provisional study of the zone and population 
under research 

 

This is a "preliminary" and "provisional" study, since the work of getting to grips 

with the actual situation must be a permanent process throughout the whole process 

of participatory research.
5
 

During this stage, the following three types of information must be collected or 

combined: 

 
5
In many cases, the teams promoting the participatory investigation (for example, a 

group of school teachers) do not have the necessary resources to carry out a survey 

or full study of the zone under consideration. In this situation, it is preferable to 

limit the preliminary study to the collection of a minimum of basic information 

and to postpone the more comprehensive collection of data on the zone to the later 

stage of "problem analysis" on the basis of the study of the problem in question. 
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-The social structure of the population under research. 

-The viewpoint of the inhabitants of the geographical areas and social structures 

under research, and the main events of their history. 

-Socio-economic and technical information, using socio-economic and 

technological indicators. 

 

These three types of information are not independent of one another. It is necessary 

to study their relations: for example, the needs that are felt and expressed are not 

independent of the position occupied in the process and relations of production by 

the individuals or groups who express them. 

 

 

2.2.1. The identification of the social structure of the population 

This identification is fundamental to: 

-Differentiate the needs and problems of the population under research, according 

to the categories or social classes of which it is composed. 

-Determine the social strata for whom and with whom intervention is needed. 

-Distribute the tasks and responsibilities for the execution of the participatory 

research. 

 

This type of analysis calls into question the abstract notion of the "community" or 

"environment" to be studied. The term "community" itself refers to the conception 

of a homogeneous ensemble of individuals. It thus obfuscates the internal social 

differentiation, the different positions of the groups, and their relations and conflicts. 

This notion of "community" masks the existence of opposing interests between the 

social groups by virtue of their different positions in the process and relations of 

production. The term "agriculturalist" itself is misleading because it can refer at the 

same time to the owners of large estates, to medium peasants (without capital), to 

poor peasants, to proletarian peasants who have to migrate for a number of months 

each year for seasonal work, or to landless peasants. 

This whole study of the social structure of the "community", of the "population", 

and of the "environment" is very important in so far as the interests, the problems 

and the needs of the landless peasants are not the same as those of the artisans, the 

traders or the peasants who own sufficient land to make a living for their families. 
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The "representations" of the situations experienced may vary depending on religious 

beliefs or ideological positions. It is easy to see the usefulness of this information 

for educational experiences based on the needs or problems expressed by each group 

identified at this stage. 

 

 

2.2.2.Compilation of the views of the individuals and groups of the 
geographical areas under study and of the main events of their history 

This is an essentially empirical part of the research. The researchers try to establish 

direct contact with the residents and groups of the "community" to discover how 

they perceive and formulate their problems, needs and interests, what values they 

have, how they express them, how they analyse the situation of the "community", 

what type of action they have in mind, what their concerns are, how they perceive 

the relations between what takes place in the "community" and the national 

economy, how they narrate the history of the locality, what the most important 

events were, etc. 

At this stage, the researcher does not work with hypotheses or concepts elaborated 

in advance. It is necessary to try to "bracket" his own "frame of reference" in order 

to understand that of the people he is investigating. It is a question of entering into 

the life of the community under research, sharing their everyday life, their use of 

time and space. Listening is more important than recording or taking notes; seeing 

and observing are more important than filming, feeling is more important than 

studying, sharing their lives is more important than visiting... In this situation, it is 

preferable to leave one's notebooks, tape recorder and questionnaires behind.
6
 

 

 

2.2.3.Compilation of socio-economic and technical information, using socio-
economic and technological indicators 

Learning the point of view of the groups in the community must be combined and 

articulated with an objective analysis of the actual situation. 

 
6
In some cases, it is possible to make use of discussions in reaction to posters, 

popular theatre, puppets, etc. 
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This research is structured and based on a theoretical framework (concepts, 

hypotheses) relating to social, economic, political and technological aspects which 

seem to be relevant for a survey of the zone under research, placing it in its regional 

and national context. 

The principal aspects to be examined in this survey are the following:
7
 

-Bio-physical aspects (climate, use potential of the land, water potential). 

-Demographic aspects (structures and development of the population, migrations, 

etc.). 

-Economic aspects (economic activities, production, aid, distribution and object of 

credit, commercialisation, etc.). 

-Social aspects (health, housing, communications and transport, existing 

organizations, cultural traditions). 

-Educational aspects (educational situation, school and extramural education, etc.). 

-The analysis of the situation and economic activity of the families. 

 

This "structured research" may be based on various sources of information (existing 

monographs, ministries, agrarian censuses, land registers, development agencies, 

ministerial archives, etc.) and may make use of various procedures, including 

guided interviews with technical staff of public or private agencies (agronomists, 

doctors, nurses, engineers, etc.), local or regional authorities, organised groups; 

analysis of the documents containing desk and field studies of the zone which have 

already been carried out; observation guides; etc. 

There is no single survey instrument. In each specific study situation, it has to be 

developed in relation to a theoretical framework defined by the promoters of the 

participatory research and discussed with the organizations which represent the 

population of the zone under research. This theoretical framework must be adapted 

to the particular conditions of the specific situation to be examined and to the 

resources available for the research. 

 
7
An example of the type of survey instrument that could be used is presented in the 

document Wolfgang Harth, Guy Le Boterf: "Lineamientos para elaborar un 

instrumento de investigación socio-económica" UNESCO, "Red" Project, 

January 1979. 
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2.2.4.Feedback from the first stage 

After the completion of this first stage, the results obtained from the resource 

persons, the other residents and the organised groups of the zone under research are 

disseminated. 

Particular importance attaches to the discussion of the confrontation between the 

results of the socio-economic and technical survey, on the one hand, and the 

opinions and points of view established directly with the resource persons, on the 

other. 

The objectives of this presentation and discussion of the results are the following: 

-To further a more objective awareness of their situation among those involved and 

the other residents. 

-To co-operate with those under research in identifying the problems that they 

consider as priorities and which they wish to study in order to solve them. 

-To learn the reaction of the population to the results of the survey in order to 

orientate the following stages of the process of participatory research. 

 

The feedback activities entail not only the elaboration of simple means of 

communication (drawings, posters, etc.) to present the results in a form that is 

comprehensible to all, but also a "group dynamic" to discuss these results, compare 

points of view, propose new lines of research, select and discuss problems, 

formulate new hypotheses, etc. 

The organization of the groups to discuss the results should take into account the 

previous analysis of the social structure of the population under research. The social 

composition of the groups may facilitate or hinder the expression and discussion of 

the problems identified and may stimulate or discourage the confrontation of the 

different opinions about these problems, 

In assigning priority to the problems, it is very important to introduce reflection on 

the difference between a "priority" problem (i.e., a key, important problem, which 

will determine or affect the other problems), and an "immediate" problem (which 

may urgently require a solution in the short term, but which is not a decisive factor 

for the comprehension and solution of the other problems). 
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2.3.Third stage: Critical analysis of the problems considered as priorities and 
which those involved wish to study 

 

 

2.3.1.The setting up of "study circles" 

The feedback from the first stage makes it possible to identify certain priority 

problems which the resource persons and the other residents and interested 

organised groups would like to study and overcome. 

This third stage of the process of participatory research is dedicated to an initial 

effort of critical analysis of these problems by "study circles", which are organised 

around these problems.
8
 These "circles" may be groups of students (for example, if 

the process of participatory research is carried out within the context of formal 

school education as part of the learning process) or groups of neighbours (for 

example, if the participatory research is being developed by the residents of a village 

or region of the country). 

 

 

2.3.2.Characteristics required of the "facilitator" of the study circles 

It is necessary that the permanent training of the "facilitator" (teacher, social worker, 

assistant, etc.) should include elements of: 

-Socio-economic research methodology 

-Sociology of knowledge 

-Group dynamics 

 
8
It is an "initial" effort of critical analysis, because this type of analysis cannot be 

carried out exhaustively at any stage prior to the action. The activities and results 

of the actions will also require analysis. Moreover, the action permits the analysis. 

On the other hand, for social and educational reasons, it is important to take 

account of the fact that those involved in the study of a problem cannot expect the 

results of a long analysis before acting: at that point, the process of analysis may 

be initiated, but it must be extended during the action. It is not just a question of 

understanding reality, but of transforming it. 
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-Technology (for example, agriculture, if the work is in a rural environment) 

-"Popular education" methods and techniques. 

 

Moreover, this facilitator should have knowledge and experience of the social, 

economic and cultural setting to which the members of the study circle belong. 

 

 

2.3.3.The critical analysis of the problems 
The aim of the activities of critical analysis is to promote a more objective awareness 

of the problems and of reality in the study circles. 

It is a question of starting from phenomena to discover the essence behind 

appearances and immediate everyday relations. In other words, it not only necessary 

to describe the problems, but also to explain them and to try to find possible action 

strategies. 

In these groups, the "facilitator" stimulates and develops a process of analysis which 

can be broken down into three steps:
9
 

 

a)First step: expressing the everyday "representation" of the problem 

 

Objective: In this step, the members of the study circle have to express the form in 

which the problem that they want to examine, and tackle is represented, formulated 

and posed. In this instance, the "facilitator" should not influence the formulation of 

the problem. His role consists primarily in helping the participants to show how they 

perceive the problem, how they explain it, how they analyse the situation, and what 

type of solution they have in mind. 

 

 
9
These are "steps" rather than "stages", since the process of analysis set in motion 

by the members of the study circles may come back to these steps on a number of 

occasions, following the characteristics of the problems that have been identified 

and their evolution, the obstacles encountered, the methods used, and the 

characteristics of the study circle itself. The analysis does not follow a linear, pre-

determined course of development. 
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Some questions: In order to perform this role, the "facilitator" may use various 

questions which require adaptation, each time, to the particular situation and 

characteristics of the problem posed. Some examples of these questions are the 

following: 

What is the matter? 

What do we know about the problem? 

What are the facts? 

How is the problem manifested? 

Where is the problem? 

When did the problem start? 

Which people are affected by the problem? 

What are the consequences of the problem? 

What are the causes of this problem? 

Have there been attempts to solve the problem which failed? Why? 

What could we do to help to solve the problem? 

What activities and resources do we have at our disposal? Which ones are there 

beyond our reach? 

Etc. 

 

Organization of work 

The process of expressing the "representations" must be carried out in small 

working groups (with a maximum of ten participants). 

 

b) Second step: questioning the representation of the problem 

 

Objectives: In this step, the "facilitator" should help the participants to question their 

"representations" of the problem. This step is fundamental for the development of 

a process of "critical analysis" of the everyday knowledge of a phenomenon 

(problem, situation, etc.). In this case, the "raw material" of the work of questioning 

is the formulation of the problems and the "representations" that the participants 

have of them and which they expressed in the previous stage. 

In fact, confining oneself to studying what is actually perceived in order to describe 

it, and accumulating empirical observations in order to explain it, would result in 

the compilation of a series of points of view, the reinforcement of the ideological 



 
 

 

62 

 

conditioning which determined the perceptions of the participants, the confusion of 

apparent causes with determinant and structural factors which produce the problem 

or generate the situation faced, and the limitation of the analysis to a pure description 

of the superficial manifestations of a problem instead of getting at its fundamental 

causes. To take a problem of malnutrition, for example, the risk would be that of 

considering that the causes are essentially a question of education and that it is the 

"victim's fault". 

An empirical approach would therefore reduce the problem of malnutrition to a 

problem of the preparation and conservation of food, without tackling the 

determinant causes such as the system of ownership and distribution of land, the 

system of loans and trade, the strategies of the transnational corporations in the 

system of agro-industry, and the international division of labour. 

But this work should be based on the contradictions of everyday knowledge. This 

contains fragments of scientific knowledge, objective data, a partial awareness of 

the causes of a problem, and useful empirical knowledge; but, on the other hand, it 

is limited by the fact that it remains at the level of the perception of problems in 

individual terms and at their surface value. To take the same example of 

malnutrition, the peasants in a study circle are aware that this problem cannot be 

solved exclusively by a "culinary" educational action, since it is connected with the 

factors of agrarian production and the ownership of land. However, they may not be 

aware of the role of nutrition in the reproduction of the labour force, the loan 

mechanisms, the national and international market system, the procedures for 

determining agricultural prices, the characteristics of a balanced diet, the role, 

possibilities, conditions and limitations of production co-operatives, etc. 

That is why it is necessary to demonstrate that the solution of the problem that has 

been singled out for study in the process of participatory research, of which the 

participants only perceive certain objective elements, is impossible unless the level 

of purely individual action, merely based on the data of everyday knowledge, is 

transcended. 

 

Instruments at the disposal of the facilitator 

One of the main tasks of the "facilitator" is to help the members of the study circle 

to become aware of how they themselves analyse a problem. His function in this 

respect is to visualise and conceptualise the practice of the participants. 
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Another task is to promote a questioning of the "representation" of the problems, 

processes and methods used. 

As in the first step, a series of queries and questions can help the "facilitator" to 

promote questioning of this kind. These questions must be formulated according to 

the problem under research and in the way in which the participants express it. There 

could not be a question guide applicable to every type of problem. 

These questions may help them to become aware, for example, that the problem can 

be studied from various angles, that it consists of various aspects, that various levels 

of action can be considered, that the simple description of the problem does not 

provide objective data, that the problem does not just exist at the village level, but 

at the level of a whole social stratum in the country, and that the problem (the case 

of malnutrition) cannot be seen in isolation from the problems of health, housing, 

land ownership and use, the country's foreign commercial relations, and the 

structure and policy of loans. Furthermore, the type of questioning depends on each 

study group, but the essential thing is that, when this step is completed, the 

participants should be aware of the various possible approaches; that each of them 

acts on the basis of implicit hypotheses, of certain limits to his grasp of the situation; 

of the possibilities of extending the analysis; and of the objective data that they 

already know. 

 

c)Third step: reformulation of the problem 

 

Objective: When the questioning process described above has taken place, the third 

step will result in a reformulation of the problem in a more objective fashion than 

was possible in the first step. 

This work of objectification includes: 

-The description of the problem: (identification of the "points of view" and 

"aspects"; listing, classification and comparison of information; identification of 

the contradictions between various elements of the situation; situation of the 

problem in time and space; selection of other problems; regional or national 

dimension; etc.). 

-The explanation of the problem: determination of both its immediate and its 

structural causes, and of the laws and relations between various problems and the 

"variables" in which it is possible to intervene. 
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-The possible strategies of action: the formulation of hypotheses for action and 

estimates of the results to be expected; the solutions of an immediate or mediate 

character and which are within the reach of the participants, or which are beyond 

their reach; the necessary collective actions and solidarity. 

Although it is certain that many of the problems cannot be completely resolved at 

the individual and local level, it is nevertheless important to locate the various viable 

levels of action. The need for long-term collective solutions does not rule out the 

possibility of trying to improve the situation locally in the short term. What matters 

is to clearly identify the limitations of these actions and to be aware of the conditions 

and type of those to be carried out in the long term and on a larger scale in order to 

have an impact on the structural factors which are responsible for the problems. 

This requires that the participants try to handle more systematic instruments to find 

out the necessary information (indicators, for example). 

 

 

 

Follow-up 

When this step has been finalised, it is important to make clear that the process of 

critical analysis has not come to an end, but that what is intended is to stimulate or 

develop a dynamic, a capacity for critical questioning. 

The realisation of actions to contribute to improving the situation or solving the 

problem will also lead to new demands, new information, new obstacles, new 

resources, new explanations, new concepts. 

 

 

2.3.4.The feedback activities of this third stage 

In this third stage, the feedback activities consist of the communication by each 

"study circle" of the results of its work to the other circles and to the rest of the 

"community". 

The aim of this communication is to discover the inter-relations existing between 

the problems studied and to heighten the awareness of its actual situation by the 

"community" as a whole. 

 



 
 

 

 65 

 

2.4.Fourth stage: Programming and execution of a plan of action (including 
educational activities) to contribute to tackle the problems raised 

 

 

2.4.1.Content of the plan of action 

Developed on the basis of the problems analysed, the plan of action includes: 

-Educational activities facilitating an improved analysis of the problems and 

situations experienced. 

-Measures to improve the local situation. 

-Educational activities to enable these measures to be implemented. 

-Activities to promote the solutions identified in the medium and long term, at the 

local level or on a larger scale. 

 

 

2.4.2.Feedback from the plan of action 

The plan of action and its implementation should also lead to a process of feedback, 

i.e. a discussion and permanent evaluation of its orientation, content, and execution. 

From the point of view of the population concerned, what is pursued is the sharing 

of this level of decision in the same way as it was involved in the previous activities 

during the survey and critical analysis of the problems. 

 

 

3. Participatory research: a permanent process 
 

The process of participatory research does not end with the fourth stage described 

above. The critical analysis of reality and the execution of the programmed activities 

will lead to the discovery of other problems, other needs, other dimensions of reality. 

The action may be a source of knowledge and new hypotheses. The work of 

surveying, of critical analysis and of action, thus constitute the three inter-related 

steps of a permanent process of study, reflection on and transformation of reality. 
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2.3.TWENTY-ONE TIPS FOR SHORT PRA WORKSHOPS WITH LOTS 
OF PEOPLE10 

 

 Robert Chambers 

 

 

 

One sort of PRA workshop can be for quite large numbers of people for a short time, 

such as a long afternoon, or one or two days. This can make sense: 

.To familiarize officials, academics, people trapped in universities, cities and 

training centres etc., with some of the elements and methods of PRA. 

.To enable a few people who already have the orientation to go off and get on with 

it. 

.To bring together people who are interested in PRA so that they meet one another, 

and perhaps follow up together. 

 

It is possible to conduct these 'dry' workshops with almost any number of people. 

The most to date are 180, and numbers over 60 have been quite common. Being 

prepared for any number of participants encourages hosts to invite others, from other 

organizations as well as their own, with a better hope of sharing and later 

networking. It is different with field experience workshops where number may have 

to be limited quite strictly, although even there the gains from extra participants, in 

my view, often exceed the costs. 

 

To make such a big one or two-day workshop participatory and a full learning 

experience, I suggest the following twenty-one tips: 

1.Choosing a room. A large room with plenty of space (but not so big that a 

microphone is needed), and with lots of walls that can be used for sticking 

up flipchart sheets. 

 
10

RRA Notes Number 19, 1994. 
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2.Preparing the room. Set it up the night before, or well in advance. If you rearrange 

seating, plaster the place with notices asking janitors to please NOT put the 

chairs back in line... 

3.Arrange seating informally. For large numbers, chairs without tables are often 

best, in a muddled-up U shape. Or lots of small tables for small groups, 

especially threes. Never have a table between you and the participants. Sit 

undefended. Try to end on the floor (but not on your back!). 

4.Expectations/hopes. Ask someone to intercept people as they arrive and invite 

them to write their hopes/expectations and post these up. Read them and read 

out a few at the start. If necessary, change the balance of the programme. 

5.Programme contract. Discuss how long people can stay, and the programme and 

agree (but only if necessary) to finish by a certain time. With a large group 

the easiest way to do this is by a show of hands for alternative finishing times. 

Videos can be optional extras outside the basic session times, e.g. in an 

evening, for those who wish or can stay on. 

6.Introductions. Individual introductions can take too long in a large group, unless 

everyone is strictly name and organization. A quick method is to ask "Who 

are we?" with hand raising for type of organization, discipline/profession, 

countries or continents of origin or experience, etc. Ask people to look 

around for people they may want to talk to later. Ask: "Who has been left 

out?" This gets everyone physically active early on, and most people find it 

really interesting to know the mix of professions etc. Usually there are a few 

laughs about those left out. Circulate a sheet for names and addresses with 

one person responsible for seeing that it gets around, and have it typed and 

distributed by the end. 

7.Alternate plenary and small groups. Say at the outset that you will never talk for 

more than 10 minutes, and that after talking there will be buzzes so that 

everyone can discuss with neighbours what has just gone on. Plenary 

feedback is not always necessary from these quick buzzes, which can be 

anything from 20 seconds to five or even 10 minutes. These quick buzzes 

have several advantages - maintaining interest, encouraging active listening, 

allowing everyone to participate, and giving you a breather, a chance to 

regroup, and an opportunity to listen to what people are saying. 
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8.Identify and make use of experience in the group. Ask, for example, "Who here 

has experience of RRA or PRA. Or of other participatory approaches?" The 

same can be asked about rural development tourism, questionnaire surveys 

etc. Then welcome the experience as a resource for the whole group. In 

buzzes, try to ensure that those with experience are well distributed so that 

all can benefit. This can be done easily by raising hands, and then forming 

groups around those with their hands up. 

Also, whenever a topic comes up (e.g. participatory mapping) ask if anyone has 

facilitated it, and if they have, ask them to share their experience. This can 

help enormously. 

9.Can you guess it? Have mystery problems or slides, where you put up a sum of 

money and give people 10 questions to guess something. The lesson is that 

people know things we do not. 

10.Rapid group analysis. Give groups quick tasks of analysis to write and post up 

on flipchart papers. Three examples: 

     .semi-structured interviewing - dos and don'ts; 

     .advantages and problems of groups; 

     .participatory mapping: ground or paper? Advantages of each. 

Then all participants stand and read the charts, and list key points their group did 

not get. A few can be specially mentioned. 

 

11.Vary feedback methods. I have only gradually realised the range of ways for 

analysis, sharing analysis, and feedback. Various sequences can combine 

some of these: 

     . individuals speak, nothing written up; 

     .before discussion, each participant makes a personal list; 

      .individuals speak, remarks written up by facilitator; 

      . groups discuss either same topic or different topic; 

      .groups speak in turn, nothing written up; 

      .groups speak in turn, remarks written up by facilitator; 

      .small groups coalesce and compare notes; 

      .groups send representatives to write on flipchart sheets simultaneously; 

      .each group does its own flipchart (often best on the ground) and sticks it 

up all stand, read, note, reflect on what has been put up. 
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12.Run variable activities into the breaks. When there is an activity which groups 

will finish at different times, run it into a break for tea/coffee/lunch etc. This 

can save time, pressurising only the very keen or slow coaches. 

13.Instant plenary 'research'. Show how with a group it is possible to elicit 

quantitative information of high quality quickly. This can be done by hand 

raising, by secret ballot, or by lining up (e.g. for  seasonality of conception 

by making a circle with large cards for months and asking everyone to stand 

behind their month of birth). 

14.Vary group sizes and compositions.
11

 This is much more of a skill than I used to 

realise. There must be lots of ways of doing it. I now tend to start with threes, 

amalgamate to sixes by putting tables together for group exercise, and then 

via Fruit Salad or Jungle get all tables to the walls, with random groups. For 

some purposes though, groups who know one another or who have common 

knowledge and interests are best. This may apply for example with matrix 

scoring, where it can save the groups time deciding what to do and make it 

easier for all to participate. My general experience is that groups should be 

mixed up periodically, although some people who happen to be especially 

happy with their groups may not wish this. 

15.Warn in advance. Tell people what the next practical is going to be, explaining 

the relevance of the build up to it (e.g. slides of behaviour/attitudes before 

non-verbals, or slides of participatory mapping before the group practice on 

ground or paper, or slides of methods before dry practicals). 

16.Unfreezing sequences. Start informally and keep shifting towards greater 

informality in group interactions. I usually try to get to the non-verbal’s 

exercise by the end of the first morning. This can be quite hard work with 

proper men and women. I am sure there are many ways of doing this. I try 

to get in these participatory unfreezes: 

     .expectations; 

     .who are we? 

     .introduce yourself to your neighbours (pre-buzz); 

 
11

See Robert Chambers' paper: "Twenty-One Ways of forming Groups", no. 26 in 

this issue, for further ideas and definitions of terms. 
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      .rural development tourism: sharing your experience; 

      .questionnaire surveys: sharing experience, flipcharts of problems (at this 

stage, groups often amalgamate); 

       .can you guess it? 

       .how we see things; 

       .buzzes on behaviour as we watch contrasting slides; 

        .jungle (fruit salad) (involves clearing the centre of the room); 

        .non-verbal’s (fairly dramatic unfreezer for some). 

This leaves the room in decent chaos with a clear middle area for the afternoon. I 

realize that I am in danger of freezing on my own sequence. Perhaps I need 

shaking up! (see Tip 21). 

 

17.Dry run exercises. (not always so dry either). There is a dilemma between rapid 

and slow. Rapid is fine for instant mapping of one's own neighbourhood (two 

minutes is enough), but for group exercises - matrix scoring, imaginary 

mapping and modelling, trend and change analysis, time use analysis, 

seasonal calendars, chapatti diagramming etc. it is possible to put on strong 

time pressure so that groups draw and diagram in a matter of minutes - as 

little as ten minutes for some methods. People later complain about shortage 

of time but also comment that they did want a taste of all of them. Matrix 

scoring needs longer, but time can be shortened by suggesting one topic (e.g. 

development organizations), which also makes comparisons easy and 

interesting, while leaving it to groups to do something else if they wish. 

 

Go outside and do it on the ground if possible. 

 

For dry runs - chalks, seeds (several sorts), flipchart papers, pens, scissors, cellotape 

or masking tape are useful (with blueticks or gum as optional extras). 

 

18.Use wallposters. Wallposters are better than overheads. They stay there. You can 

discuss some points but leave others which are self-explanatory. They can 

be copied out a leisure by participants if they wish. Wallposters with 

photographs can make a big impression. 
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19.List and avoid common mistakes. We all make boobs and have bad habits. Make 

your own personal list. Those I am at least dimly aware of include: 

     .losing my cool with people before we start (especially criticising the 

convenors for the terrible room, hopeless tables, medieval slide projector, 

grotty OHP, inadequate screen, lack of wall space, horrible chalk, useless 

blackboard, curtains that don't black out....you name it); 

      .showing too many slides (limit them, have a purpose); 

      .talking for more than 10 minutes at a time; 

      .showing too much material on overheads; 

      .letting a big talker talk big to the annoyance of others (solution: save your 

speech for the relevant buzz); 

       .taking too long in the early stages of the day; 

       .including too many practicals at the cost of reflection and discussion; 

       .trying to make the breaks (coffee, tea etc.) too short; 

       .mumbling; 

       .preaching; 

       .manic impatience, waving arms, tearing hair; 

       .not allowing time for questions to be raised. 

20.Evaluation. Given shortage of time (usually) four questions written up, and 

participants scribble replies anonymously: 

     .were your expectations achieved? 

     .what did you find most useful? 

     .what did you find least useful? 

     .how could a workshop like this be improved? 

21.Invent, experiment. Every time try something new. And fail forwards. 
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2.4.SOME REMARKS ON QUALITY CONTROL IN PARTICIPATORY 
RESEARCH 

 

 

 

 

 

One of the major criticisms of the participatory research process has been that the 

quality of the research is not sufficient. Of course, there is a certain defensiveness 

in this criticism, because the professional scientist prefers to control science and set 

the standards of the work. If collection of data by people other than scientists is 

called science, this would seriously inflate the standard of their profession. An 

attempt is made to distinguish scientific research from journalistic data collection or 

from incidental collection of information. Ground rules for scientific data collection 

are stressed and prestige in research is connected with long-term research and 

complicated technological research tools that restrict research to the work of a few 

connected with first class institutes. Excellence in research is associated with 

scientific excellence and not so much with social relevance. 

 

An attempt to reorganize the data collection process and to stimulate participation 

can be understood as a similar revolution to the introduction of the Primary Health 

Care concept. Does a person have to have studied for seven years to become a 

physician to be allowed to take care of children who suffer from dehydration 

because of diarrhoea? By now the answer is clear: No. The same question has to be 

asked in the field of research: Are only data that are collected by people who have 

been trained in a university valuable? One would expect the answer also to be a 

clear NO, but this is where the discussion starts. Only if the data are collected in the 

correct way. The issue of quality is raised. 

 

Quality of scientific research is easily defined. The rules of the game are simple. 

Every statement of hypothesis can be tested. A test is needed that can evaluate the 

different determinants. Scientific research where a lot of determinants are involved 

is most difficult and the researchers tend to simplify the research as much as possible 

so as to be able to study at least one or two determinants. Quantification is the easiest 
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way of evaluation, because the evaluation is expressed in identifiable unities. 

Qualitative research is more difficult and since it can rarely produce evaluations as 

hard as quantitative research it is often seen as soft science. There is therefore a 

tendency to be even more precise about the proper methodology in qualitative 

research in order to prevent criticism. 

 

Participatory research, where much research is often of a qualitative character, 

where the first aim is not to publish in the first class scientific journals and where a 

lot of work is done by people who have not been trained specifically for this kind of 

work, is in a difficult position when it comes to defending the fact that its data 

collection is methodologically adequate. Quality control of participatory research is 

as important as it is in any other kind of research and it is especially important with 

an eye to continuous criticism. 

 

When talking about the quality of participatory research, we can mean different 

things. Do we mean the quality of the participation or do we mean the quality of the 

data collection? It will be self-evident that the quality of the data collection is 

unimportant to those who see participatory research as a goal in itself because it is 

a form of involvement of the community and an effort to think about factors 

influencing people's lives and how to solve them. For them the proper way of 

community participation is the only thing to worry about: is every member of the 

community involved or are the women and the landless excluded? Is the community 

involved in every step of the participatory research or are they only involved in 

setting the priorities? For others, however, the quality of data collection is as 

important. They are concerned about standardization, transferability, credibility and 

repeatability of the research.  

There are two important aspects of participatory research that contribute towards 

guaranteeing the quality of data collection. These are the appropriate training of 

those who do the research, and this is a continuing process, and triangulation. 

Finally, an important requirement for quality control is relevance. Relevance has a 

practical meaning and can be described as the way in which knowledge can 

contribute to the realisation of intentions of actors(1). The social relevance is 

primordial but does not necessarily contradict the scientific relevance. The process 

of participatory research can be organised in such a way as to make integration 
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between the two possible. In a recent article, Pretty (2) from IIED mentioned 

different 'goodness' criteria that can be identified to assess information gathered by 

participatory research, just as statistical analyses provide the grounds for assessment 

in conventional science. 

We will discuss the two aspects and some of the 'goodness' criteria in brief. 

 

 

 

Training and incentives of researchers 

 

Training of those interviewing other people who contribute to data collection is very 

important in order to check if there is any deviation in the test tools. In 2.5. 

Lammerink and Prinsen describe training of foresters. 

 

In addition from an initial training period, it is useful to continue this training 

through the later stages of the research programme. Checking the work of the 

researchers is another important tool to see if they gradually change over a period 

of time. Motivation may decrease so that the work is done in a sloppy fashion. On 

the other hand, improved skills of interviewers may make data collected in the initial 

stages of the research not comparable with that at later stages. A regular system of 

counter checks of a sample of the researchers' work can be a good method of 

controlling quality. 

 

The assumption that people's involvement will be enough to keep their motivation 

at a high level may turn out to be naive. Long-term commitment needs motivation 

from outside. This can be in the form of a small reward for the efforts made. The 

possibility may even be considered of paying participating community members, 

particularly if the participatory research is taking a lot of time. 

 

 

 

Triangulation 
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One form of research carries the risk of giving a one-sided view. This is also the 

case in more conventional professional research. For instance, quantitative material 

on the dissemination of HIV/AIDS is much more interesting in combination with 

information on why exactly these people are infected with the virus and with 

information about their life styles and risk perceptions. Comparing the results 

derived from a range of different research methods is called triangulation. In 

participatory research, this is essential. One can think about a combination of 

questionnaires, observations and focus-group interviews. Shortcomings of the 

questionnaire will be overcome by more in depth information through the focus-

group interviews, while a focus-group interview alone would not have given insight 

into the size of a phenomenon. Once a proposition has been confirmed by one or 

more methods, the uncertainty of its interpretation is greatly reduced.  

 

Another method of cross-checking information is the use of multiple sources. This 

involves multiple copies of one type of source (for example farmers from one social 

group); or different sources of the same information (for example interviews with 

men, women and children about the same topic). With type of this triangulation the 

range of different peoples' realities encountered is increased. The third form of 

triangulation is the use of multiple investigators. This involves having teams with a 

variety of personal, professional and disciplinary backgrounds, insiders (local 

people) and outsiders (professionals), thus increasing the range of perspectives and 

biases imposed on the research. 

 

 

 

Participant checking 
 
Data obtained from these different methods, sources and investigators and 

conclusions drawn can be tested with the people with whom the original information 

was constructed. If the reconstruction by the researchers is recognised by these 

groups as an adequate representation of their own multiple realities, then the 

credibility of the findings is established. This participant checking can occur both 

during the course of analysis and inquiry and at meetings or workshops towards the 

end of the research process. Participants have the opportunity to investigate 
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discrepancies and challenge findings, can volunteer additional information and hear 

summaries of what the investigators have learned and constructed. In presentations 

to the community, the process of data collection and critical education of the 

community go hand in hand. 

 

 

 

Peer checking 
 
Checking by colleagues or peers involves periodic meetings with peers not directly 

involved in the research process. The objective is to explore aspects of the research 

that might still be implicit in the minds of the team members. This helps to keep the 

investigators open-minded, by exposing them to searching questions in order to 

probe biases and explore further meanings. 
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Research audit 
 

The research team should be able to provide sufficient information for a 

disinterested person to examine the processes and product in such a way as to 

confirm that the findings are not a figment of their imagination. The research audit 

is conducted in a workshop or by an external person to establish fairness of the 

representations by examining the research process and end products. It can attest 

that the end products are supported by the data and are internally coherent. 

 

 

 

Impact on capacity to know and act 
 
It is important to be able to demonstrate that the research or study has had an impact. 

The participants in participatory research should have a heightened sense of their 

own constructed realities, as well as an increased awareness and appreciation of 

those of other people. This should lead to more sophisticated and informed 

constructions about the world. The analysis should define changes which would 

bring about improvements and should seek to motivate people to take action to 

implement the defined actions. The result should be an increased understanding of 

the possible avenues of action. Not only should the research lead to action, but the 

report itself should also prompt action on the part of readers who have not been 

directly involved.  
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2.5.PARTICIPATORY TOOLS FOR ENHANCING LOCAL 
INITIATIVES12 

 

 Marc P. Lammerink and Gerard Prinsen 

 

 

 

In this article the authors describe the approach and different phases of the six-week 

course "Enhancing Local Initiatives - Participatory Tools for Social Forestry". In 

practising what they preach the course facilitators use participatory methods to 

enhance the participants' own capacity to analyse their own working situation and 

develop their own personal action plans. Participants move and grow through the 

different phases, where both confusion and excitement are seen as indicators of the 

healthy process that is taking place. They develop, both on the basis of the 

contradictions in their own working practice as well as their own knowledge and 

analytical ability, a new working approach that recognizes and builds upon local 

knowledge. 

The specific course described in this article was held in November and December 

1992 in The Netherlands where eleven foresters and extensionists from eight 

developing countries participated. 

 

 

 

The need 

 

During the past two decades there has been an increasing demand for a forestry 

approach that can contribute to the process of sustainable development. This implies 

a development that is equitable and that meets the needs of present generations 

without compromising the needs of future generations. It also implies that forestry 

extension services have an important role to play in contributing to a participatory, 

decentralised and self-sustaining process of rural development. 

 
12

From: Forests, Trees and People Newsletter. No 23, February 1994, page 29-33. 



 
 

 

82 

 

Enhancing local initiatives of men and women farmers is not only an imperative 

from a socio-political perspective but also responds to a very pragmatic need. It is a 

two-fold operational strategy based on two important assumptions. First there is the 

fact that farmers know their own environment through experience and continuous 

experiments. They are therefore a major source of locally tested and relevant 

knowledge. 

Secondly, due to the magnitude of the environmental problems we face today, a 

successful strategy necessitates that people themselves, not only policy makers and 

government officers, are recognized as the ones responsible for the management of 

their and their children's natural resources. 

To be able to enhance the existing local initiatives in an effective way, professionals 

in forestry extension need new skills. They need to identify correctly these 

initiatives and support local groups in interchanging their knowledge and 

experiments. They need to assist in developing sustained approaches. Participatory 

methods are very well suited to clarifying local opinions on problems and solutions. 

At the same time these methods provide an excellent means of developing, in close 

collaboration with farmers, pragmatic plans of action that can be implemented 

immediately. 

 

 

 

Training approach 

 

Basic to the training methodology is that participants recognize the value of existing 

knowledge among the rural population. After this recognition participants are 

assisted to develop their own participatory approaches to enable them, as 

extensionists, to make this local knowledge the basis of development initiatives. 

In fact the course staff are guided by the same principles during the learning process 

with the participants as those they advocate following in the field. Participants were 

shown that there is no standardized content that goes with each phase (see below) 

of the participatory approach. The exact content is structured around the knowledge 

and experience of the participants. The responsibility of the course staff (and later 

the course participants in their own work) is to outline, facilitate and maintain the 

logical order of the phases and connections between them. During the course, 



 
 

 

 83 

 

methodology staff assist participants to describe and thereafter diagnose their own 

experiences. As a picture emerges of what is actually being done and what 

participants believe should be done, additional knowledge and skills are introduced 

in order to close the gap. It is only on the basis of this diagnosis that the introduction 

of new concepts and tools can be expected to be fruitful. Practising these new tools 

and concepts is necessary to obtain the self-confidence needed to translate these 

newly acquired concepts into an effective personal action plan. 

 

 

 

Training Cycle 

 

The five phases of the training cycle, and how these were implemented, are 

described in the following sections. 

 

 

 

Describing achievements and difficulties 
 

In the first phase of the course, the participants described their present approach to 

forestry extension. The achievements and difficulties were listed, as well as the 

possibilities and limitations. According to the participants, most of the achievements 

were related to varying, but limited, degrees of awareness among the population 

regarding the importance of trees as a means of generating additional income. It was 

considered an achievement that over the past years social forestry professionals had 

succeeded in involving increasing numbers of government and non-government 

organizations in activities related to tree-planting activities. 

In terms of scope, the difficulties which participants faced were classified into two 

categories. First there were legal (ownership and tenure ship), economic (low 

incentives) and institutional (policy, limited staff) restraints. In general they did not 

feel it was realistic to expect that they, as extensionists, would be able to influence 

these forces directly. Secondly, participants attributed many of their difficulties to 

the 'ignorance and cultural beliefs of people' or to their 'lack of technical know-how'. 

Participants were in agreement that farmers seemed reluctant to implement the 
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activities being suggested by the forestry extension staff and a lot of efforts had to 

be made to convince farmers to plant trees. The less economic and legal incentives 

an extensionist could mobilize, the less receptive farmers were. These were the 

difficulties that they felt they, as extensionists, should be working with. 

In order to share information about the approaches currently being used by the 

various course participants, groups were formed and given the task of developing a 

community forestry project in a typical but fictitious district, 'Olvana'. In working 

together, participants not only shared useful experiences, but they also discovered 

the bottlenecks that were collectively recognized. The result was a project proposal 

that could be considered to represent the commonly shared 'state-of-the-art' at the 

beginning of the course. 

 

 

 

Diagnosis and reflection: confusion 

 

In the next phase of the training cycle, participants were requested to make, 

individually, a sketch map of a farm that is familiar to them. Most participants drew 

their family's or their own farm. Then, leaving their professional context behind, 

participants listed the tree and shrub management practices that were used on these 

well-known farms. 

To their great surprise they were able to list several dozens of different tree and 

shrub management activities. Some examples were: selective planting and felling 

according to marketability and fruit or fodder production; the introduction of new 

species through contact with farmers from other regions; the construction of fences 

around seedlings; the planting of specific trees to keep birds away from crops; and 

pruning and coppicing to increase production. Two participants made mention of 

very successful reproduction techniques practised by local farmers that were 

completely unknown to the others. 

Participants entered into a state of confusion. How was it possible that they, as 

extensionists, encountered so many farmers 'ignorant', 'reluctant to plant trees', and 

'lacking technical know-how', while at the same time they knew of so many 

examples from their personal experience that indicated just the opposite? 
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After this inventory, participants studied several case-studies that not only 

confirmed the existence of these and other farmer tree management practices but 

also outlined some ways of involving farmers in extension and applied research 

through participatory approaches. Gradually an insight was gained that many 

extension policies, although they are based on research findings and therefore 

scientifically sound, actually ignore or work against the interests and the actual 

management practices of the farmers. 

 

 

 

Conceptualization of a participatory approach 

 

In the third phase of the training cycle, participants analysed several case studies 

that outlined in detail different participatory approaches. Through comparison 

participants acquired the insight that various participatory approaches may use 

different wording for the phases in their approach or may distinguish between three 

to as many as eight phases. But participants discovered that there was a kind of 

logical order to be followed. They then developed their own synthesis of the various 

approaches studied and applied this to the 'Olvana' district. Here participants noted 

differences in the approach they previously developed for 'Olvana' and the newly 

designed participatory approach. For example instead of starting with an awareness 

campaign to teach the people about the importance of trees, the new project design 

started with an information gathering exercise to find out what people were already 

doing in terms of tree management. Instead of budgeting for the establishment of 

nurseries the budget made funds available for a workshop where local farmers could 

discuss their present activities, share ideas on what needed to be done and identify 

resources with which to do it. The project proposals had become fundamentally 

different, as had their role as extension officers. 

As participants realised that a participatory approach takes specific local conditions 

as the starting point, they also concluded that it is not possible to apply a rigid model 

in which predetermined issues that are to be dealt with are set by the extensionists. 

Their role is characterized more by offering and maintaining the logical order of the 

process of research and action. Generally a first step is to develop a clear picture, in 

dialogue with the villagers, the problems they face and their potentials. But how this 



 
 

 

86 

 

dialogue is established differs in each situation. One consequence of this approach 

is that it demands a high level of openness and creativity on the part of the 

extensionist. An extensionist that has become a facilitator rather than teacher must 

have different skills, as the course participants clearly realized. 

Therefore the participants were given an opportunity to acquaint themselves in a 

number of sessions with several participatory tools. Thus each developed his/her 

own personal toolkit, with the tools needed to match the participatory approach they 

outlined earlier. 

Different tools for participatory intervention and data gathering were explored and 

practised. For example: procedures for village self-selection, the creation with 

villagers of case histories, the village meeting, gridding, dialogue-interview 

techniques, transects, ranking and various forms of diagramming. 

 

 

 

Practising: A South-North dialogue 

 

Once participants had tools with which to make their participatory approach 

operational, they were ready to enter the fourth phase in the training cycle: practising 

and experimenting to identify the value and the limitations of the acquired 

techniques in a field situation. This was done in the small Dutch village of Voorst 

(12000 inhabitants) with villagers who were interested in collaborating in a four-

day participatory research project. 

The participants defined as the objective of this fieldwork that it should provide the 

extension staff and the villagers with an insight into the different forces that have 

determined the past and present situation and that will determine the future of the 

village. On the basis of this analysis, to be made with participatory techniques, 

different challenges and proposals for the future of the community would be 

elaborated with key informants. The results of this whole process were then to be 

presented to interested members of the community at a public meeting/seminar. 

During the three days of field work the participants split into small groups to work 

with various community members (individual farmers, farmer's families, key 

persons from various agricultural organizations and the municipality, the local 

agricultural school) to create a clear picture of the rural village. Halfway through 
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the process, the information that had been gathered was checked with young farmers 

at an informal evening meeting. On this occasion participatory mapping was also 

practised. 

After three days the results from the discussions, the sketch maps and transects were 

written on wall papers and presented at a final meeting to which all the villagers 

were invited. Those 35 people who attended, most of whom were farmers, had some 

factual comments on the information concerning the past and present situation. 

When the information was presented on the future challenges of the community, the 

farmers started a very lively discussion among themselves. 

The three major challenges identified included: the quota for milk, the quota for cow 

dung (see box for explanation) and the increasing acidity of soils and water. The 

conclusions - that farmers in order to maintain a reasonable income needed to 

increase the size of their farms and intensify production but also needed to take 

environmental protection measures - were contradictory. 

A lot of discussion focused around the question as to whether consumers were 

willing to pay a higher price for agricultural products produced in an 

environmentally friendly manner. Though the villagers themselves were not in 

agreement on the answer regarding this question both they and the course 

participants agreed that this was the major issue for farming in the village. 

In evaluating this exercise both participants and villagers agreed that the 

contribution of foreigners had been challenging and constructive. It had been a 

facilitating force to initiate a public discussion, for the first time, on an important 

issue between the different groups in the village. This actually came as a surprise, 

to both the participants and the villagers. The participants had not expected that they 

would be able to facilitate this discussion and the villagers had not expected 

outsiders to the village to be able to activate a discussion on an environmental issue 

that was increasingly dividing the agricultural community. 

 

 

 

Developing a personal action plan 

 

Returning to the course centre, participants entered the fifth and final phase of the 

training cycle with even greater enthusiasm. Their doubts as to the effectiveness of 
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a participatory approach as well as their own ability to work with it were gone. Now 

they had to face the challenge of how to fit this new approach and tools into their 

own working situation. 

Participants started by using the same research methodology that they applied in the 

village of Voorst. The main difference was that each of the participants now worked 

on his or her own individual case. Central elements of developing this personal 

action plan included the delineation of a vision based on the past and present 

circumstances. Then the contradictions and challenges, rooted in the past and 

present, for future developments were defined. The analysis of these forces resulted 

in tangible proposals. One participant, for example, had now understood why his 

try-out groups of farmers advanced only when fairly large incentives were 

distributed. Not only were they requested to test seedlings that were unfamiliar to 

them, but they also never expressed any previous interest in keeping nurseries with 

only one species. During the course, he had realised that farmers (including his own 

parents) did in fact already practise tree management and that the project proposals 

never took these into consideration. In his personal action plan, he decided to try 

and review the programme and start with participatory research to analyse the actual 

tree management activities of farmers. On the basis of this analysis the opportunities 

for possible improvements could emerge. 

Before devising the final PAP, participants were confronted with exercises and 

cases that distinguished different aspects of policy and organizational change and 

changing an operational practice. The last step was to structure and write down in 

detail these PAP with the help of standardized working sheets. 

 

 

Conclusions 

 

At the conclusion of the course, participants reflected on what they had 

accomplished. In addition to exchanging valuable personal experiences throughout 

the course, they appreciated the importance of knowing that they were not alone in 

a search for more participatory approaches. Most participants also stressed the fact 

that they had not only acquired knowledge on participatory approaches but even 

more importantly had gained increased confidence in their ability to 'learn by doing'.  
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Others, even more daringly, added that the course made them realise that it is not so 

much a lack of institutional resources that hampers extension work. A far more 

important problem is the poor involvement of farmers in extension work. One group 

of participants stated this very clearly: "From initially being seen as ignorant, 

farmers are now recognized as knowledgeable partners." 

 

 

Box 2 

The quota system for milk and dung are part of European Community (EC) 

policy. 

Farmers receive a subsidized price for the milk they produce. This price is more 

or less fixed and at a level far above world market prices. This guarantees farmers 

a certain income level, but it also limits farmers' possibilities for increasing their 

income as they are only allowed to produce and sell a fixed amount of milk at 

this price. The latter is to avoid EC governments having to pay more subsidies 

than they have budgeted for and to avoid having to stock the surplus milk that 

EC consumers cannot drink and that governments cannot sell on the world 

market. 

Holland is a very small country with very intensive livestock production. The 

increasing acidity of surface waters is partly caused by free dispersion of dung. 

Therefore, the government has assigned farmers gradually decreasing quotas for 

cow and pig dung that can be freely dispersed over the land. This is forcing 

farmers to change their cattle feeding patterns in order to decrease the acidity in 

the dung, keep a precise record of the amount of dung produced, store the surplus 

in expensive tanks and pay for the destruction of their surplus by specialized 

industries. 
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2.6.PARTICIPATORY RURAL APPRAISAL AND PARTICIPATORY 
LEARNING METHODS: RECENT EXPERIENCES FROM MYRADA 
AND SOUTH INDIA13

 

 

 James Mascarenhas 

 

 

 

As mentioned in the previous article, there have been very rapid developments in 

both the concepts and methods for carrying out rural appraisals. MYRADA has been 

on the frontline in the development of innovative PRA methods. Their work was 

presented at a PRA trainers’ workshop which was held in Bangalore, India in 

February, 1991 and published in IIED's RRA Notes no. 13. Information from this 

paper and from MYRADA's PRA/PALM series have been compiled in this article. 

It presents some of the methods and how they have been used by MYRADA and 

the lessons that have been learned. 

 

 

 

RRA - PRA - PALM What's in a name? 

 

In India, particularly in South India, the period from the end of 1989 has been 

significant for the development of participatory methods to understand and assess 

rural situations - and plan for their development. In the course of applying Rapid 

Rural Appraisal (RRA) methods in this work, MYRADA came to the conclusion 

that "RAPID" cannot be "Participatory".  

Prominent features of MYRADA's style of functioning are: 

a)its emphasis on the participation of village people in their own development; and 

b)its active and ongoing presence in a defined rural area not as "patron" and 

"benefactor" but as a "catalyst" and "partner" in development. 

 
13

From: Forests, Trees and People Newsletter. No 15/16 february 1992, page 10-17. 
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What was required was a method which did not stop just at the "appraisal”, but 

which went beyond it into a shared analysis and understanding of rural situations. 

This, in turn, should lead to development activities that are creative, productive and 

sustainable over a period of time. Thus, it was that PALM (Participatory Learning 

Methods) evolved and indeed there was plenty to learn - from, with and about rural 

people and their situations. The PALM method complemented and integrated well 

with MYRADA's approach, and the results of this have been quite substantial.  

 

 

 

The PALM experience 

 

PALM took off much faster than expected. During 1990 a little over 50 PALM 

exercises were conducted. These have been on a variety of topics and situations. 

Tentatively at first, and more confidently as we began to understand the 

methodology better, we worked out ways in which PALM could be applied to a 

variety of situations. These have included participatory planning of natural 

resources development and management projects and integrated rural development 

programmes; identifications of beneficiaries for specific programmes such as health 

care or poverty alleviation: studying coping strategies (e.g., credit management) and 

other aspects of rural life (customs and traditions, conflicts and their resolutions, 

etc.); and participatory impact monitoring and assessment of development 

programmes. 

 

 

What's a PALM training exercise like? 

 

A typical PALM exercise has about 25-30 outsiders participating. These 

participants are drawn from various organizations - NGO's, research and training 

institutions, the government, etc A village is selected as a location for the exercise. 

This village is usually one where there is already an established ongoing presence 

by an outside agency and where developmental programmes are taking place or 

being proposed.  
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This stipulation is made out of respect for the villagers whose curiosities and 

expectations are raised by such exercises. To leave the village without a concrete 

response to expressed needs would not be appropriate. 

The PRA participants stay in the village. This helps in several ways. Apart from 

simplifying logistics, it gives the "outsiders" a feel for what the village is really like. 

There is also a greater opportunity for villagers and outsiders to access each other 

and interact - especially in evenings after the day's work is done. A strong rapport 

is developed, and the degree of sharing extends over many more aspects of village 

life which are more intimate to the villagers than only their work. Village camping 

has definite impact on participation. 

Below some of the possible activities in a PALM programme are outlined. There 

could be many more. This should not be seen as a fixed format. Variations are not 

only possible, they are recommended. 

 

 

Lay-out of a PALM programme 

 

A typical PALM Programme takes about 5 days and normally includes the 

following: 

 

Day 1 - Introductory 

 

* History of the village * Village lay-out * Village infrastructure 

The first day also includes some other exercises which can be called "empathisers 

and equalizers". These are held in the village. They include introductions of 

villagers and "outsiders" to another, sharing in village tasks (equalizers) and playing 

group games (empathizers). The purpose is to create an atmosphere of friendliness 

and equality as well as indicate the seriousness of the "outsiders" willingness to 

learn. 
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Day 2 Exploratory (Simple) 

 

* Study of resources * Livelihoods * Trends * Preferences 
These exercises are held in the village with all the villagers who are willing to 

participate. they help the participants to interact and at the same time allow the 

villagers to show "outsiders" how well they know their village and the surrounding 

area and the reasons for various practices. These give a good idea of the physical 

environment of the village and establish the basis for somewhat more difficult 

exercises that follow. All presentations after the exercises are held in the village and 

made by the villagers. Identification of problems and opportunities for development 

form an important part of the exercise. 

 

 

 

Day 3 Exploratory (Complex) 

 

*Seasonality * Identifying resources * Wealth ranking * Class and caste 
stratification, conflict etc. * Causes and effects 

These are more difficult exercises as they touch on the sensitive issues of caste and 

class stratification, access to resources etc. They require care in selection of the 

participants in selection and use of materials and above all in interpretation. 

 

 

Day 4 Convergence 

 

*Identifying opportunities * Listing priorities and "best bets" * Identifying roles 
and responsibilities (defining responsibilities of various partners - including the 
people) 
 

 

 

Day 5 Concluding 

 

* Operational plan * Documentation, etc. 



 
 

 

94 

 

 

Some tips 

 

Apart from the actual topical exercises, as outlined above, early morning review 

sessions followed by briefing sessions for the day's work are held. Evenings are 

reserved for group presentations. These are times when most of the villagers are free 

after the day's work is done. presenting this information in the large evening forum 

has the advantage that it is up for everyone's scrutiny and is subject to correction. 

Thus there is a reasonable chance that at the end of the day we have an end product 

that is accurate and reliable, having been refined several times over from the initial 

discussions in the sub-groups, to the final presentation. Such gatherings are usually 

lively with the village folk correcting one another and arriving at consensus on 

various issues, events, practices and other information. Thus an important principle 

of PRA/PALM is met - that of "triangulation" of information. There are many other 

aspects and elements that go into the making of a PALM programme. Not all these 

can be described here - many have to be experienced. There are also standard group 

processes and techniques, which have not been described in detail but are very much 

part of the methodology which MYRADA follows in its PALM programmes. Some 

of these concern outsiders to village ratios, group-sharing evolution of a topical 

agenda, interviewing techniques, role plays, "buzz" sessions, "dummy" exercises 

and so on. 

 

 

 

Some methods and their applications 

 

On the following pages some of the methods that have been used are presented along 

with diagrams depicting what the villagers have done in different PALM exercises. 

 

 

Transects 

 

How to do a transect 

1.Find local people who are knowledgeable and able and willing to walk and help. 
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2.Discuss with them aspects to be noted (soils, trees, crops, etc.) and approximate 

route (participatory mapping can help). 

3.Assign tasks in the team. 

4.Walk the transect, including diverse conditions. 

5.Observe, ask and listen (don't lecture). 

6.Ask about and discuss problems and opportunities. 

7.Note contrasts and changes and identify zones. 

8.Make a transect diagram. 

 

Tips: Invent your own ways of doing it. Let people invent theirs. 

Don't rush 

Don't lecture 

Do be inquisitive 

Do show your interest 

 

 

Mapping 

 

How to do participatory mapping 

 

1.Decide what sort of map. 

 .Social (village residential area). 

 .Natural resources (village land area). 

 .Watershed - forest - farm etc. 

2.Find people who know and who are willing to share their knowledge. 

3.Choose a suitable place and medium. 

 .The ground....sticks, stones, rangoli. 

 .The floor or that surface...chalks, stones , rangoli. 

 .Paper....pencils, pens... 

4.Help people get started by letting them do it. Be patient. It's their map. 

5.Sit back and watch. Or go away! 

6.Keep a permanent (paper) record including mapper's names to give them credit. 

 

Tips: Sometimes a succession of maps works well. 
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Don't: interfere or interrupt, except very occasionally 

 

Do: Choose a place and materials people feel free with. Encourage 

corrections/additions. Lead on from the map to e.g. transects, wealth ranking, 

topical PRAs etc. 

 

 

 

Seasonality diagramming 

 

Ho to do participatory seasonal analysis 

 

1.Decide who you hope will share their knowledge (women, men, children, landless, 

etc.). 

2.Find one or several such people able and willing. Explain. 

3.Find a suitable place (enough space, etc). 

4.Ask when their year starts, names of divisions (months?, kartiks? seasons? etc.) 

and choose which to use (months, or months + kartiks, or.....?). 

5.Mark the units on the ground/floor (using stone, chalks,...) 

6.Ask participants to show durations and/or amounts by month or other time unit 

for important aspects such as: rainy days, total rain, crops, animal fodder, 

agricultural labour, income, expenditure, debt, migration, food availability/meals, 

sickness, etc. etc. by using seeds, stones, fruits, lengths of stick, chalk, etc. drawing 

on the floor/ground, or on paper. 

7.Discuss, probe check, encourage debate. Allow new aspects that the people think 

are important to be added to the chart. 

 

Record on paper and share. 

Tips: Invent your own way of doing it. Let people invent theirs. 
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Don't impose your calendar 

Don't take the diagram as the end of things. 

Don't lecture 

 Do have seeds, chalk, etc. 

Do let them do it 

Do probe, discuss, encourage their analysis 

 

 

 

Ranking and scoring 

 

How to do matrix ranking or scoring 
 

1.Decide what should be ranked or scored (trees, fodder trees horticultural trees, 

fodder, fuel types, fruits..). 

2.Find one or more key informants who are knowledgeable and willing to discuss. 

3.With them decide which items to rank or score (e.g. name of fodder trees). 

4.For each in turn ask what is good about it, what else, what ELSE...?; then what's 

bad, what else, what else...? 

5.List the criteria that have been identified. Make negative criteria positive (e.g. 

"attracts pest" is written up on the chart as "does not attracts pest"). 

6.Ask informants to rank or score each item (Rank: 1 = best, 2 = next best. The 

lowest score will indicate the most preferred. Ranking can be used for up to 7 items. 

Or score each item. The highest score will indicate the most preferred. If there are 

only a few items set the score out of 10, for a few more items set the score out of 5 

and if there are many items to be scored set the score out of 3.). 

7.Ask other questions, such as: Which criteria are most important? If you could only 

have one, which one would you choose? How many of each have you? How many 

would you like to have?  

 

Tips: Invent your own ways of doing it. Let people invent theirs. 
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Don't use your criteria unless clearly separated from theirs. 

Don't lecture. 

Do probe for further criteria, 

Do follow up on points of interest. 

Do carry out this exercise with people representing different social groups. 

 
 
 
The concepts and methods continue to evolve 

 

Constant and extensive use of PALM in our work in variety of situations has helped 

bring about progress in PALM methodology. One new application has been the use 

of village mapping to see patterns of caste, assets ownership, family size and to 

identify households with handicapped persons, persons having chronic ailments, 

family planning cases, etc. 

In one recent exercise while the village was being mapped by women, a discussion 

on malnutrition was initiated, and the symptoms described. After this the women 

began to point out and mark on the map the houses which had children suffering 

from malnutrition.  

Another development in methodology has been the evolution of participatory 

mapping on the ground to participatory modelling on the ground. From this point 

the method was extended further by making models of what a particular area such 

as a watershed looked like 50 years ago, what it would look like 20 years hence, etc, 

and so on. 

The innovations and learning continue. Lately we have been experimenting with 

different ways in which the PALM exercise can be conducted. For example in 

several cases we have had the farmers themselves draw the village and resource map 

and indicate possible interventions. This was done without any outsiders being 

present while the exercise was going on. The results have been extremely 

encouraging. Similarly, we now have farmers conducting their own exercises, 

interviewing one another and so on. And we continue to learn. We are learning to 

"embrace" error and to listen instead of lecture - not very easy tasks. We are learning 

how to handle "dominant" participants - including some of the villagers who have 

vested interests. Sequencing our questions during interactions, sequencing of topics 
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during a PALM exercise and sequencing of follow-up activities - whether to do with 

the village programme or to do with the development and institutionalisation of 

PALM - all these and many more are areas where we are engaged in a continuous 

process of learning. 

 

 

Lessons 

 

There have been several lessons. We have found as others have that the villagers are 

capable of collecting far more accurate information than outsiders. They can also 

correct it, order and analyse it, and start a process of development if given the 

opportunity to do so. Alongside this realization, there is the growing realization that 

people in rural areas are extremely skilful managers forced to live as they are under 

extremely marginal and vulnerable conditions. Their decision making has got to be 

precise. Hence their perceptions about their situations are absolutely inputs in any 

planning. 

There is a need to understand and appreciate traditional management systems, 

indigenous technologies, and the ways and reasons how people feel, see, think, and 

act in rural areas. PALM offers a way in which both outsiders and villagers try to 

discover the situation through a process of joint observation and interaction and 

shared analysis. The focus is on relationships rather than on any single event, aspect 

or activity. 

We have found that PALM is a method much enjoyed by both villagers and 

outsiders alike. It not only enhances participation; it also enhances the generation of 

both information and ideas. And we find that the village has begun to "grow" on us. 

Villagers are increasingly emerging as resource persons in our PAL exercises. This 

includes small marginal farmers, landless, tribals, women and even children. The 

latter have often participated actively and have demonstrated their expertise in terms 

of identifying different types of grasses and trees (particularly fruit trees). They also 

help to identify school dropouts, handicapped children, etc. The PRA/PALM field 

is a new unexplored and seemingly open-ended frontier. Several possibilities exist 

- in methodology development, applications and generation of information - 

particularly local knowledge. But there is a danger -that of a lack of quality control 

and consequent propagation of wrong methods. There is an urgent need to rapidly 
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increase the use of good PRA methods and introduce this approach in mainstream 

organizations. And finally there is need to train more and more people in 

PRA/PALM. But where are the trainers and how do we go about achieving this? 

 

 

 

About MYRADA 

 

MYRADA is a non-governmental organization (NGO) which has been involved in 

rural development since 1968. It works in approximately 2000 villages in South 

India, in the states of Karnataka, Andhra Pradesh and Tamil Nadu. MYRADA 

initially started as an organization which resettled refugees from Tibet. Since then 

its role has expanded and today it has six major programme thrusts. 

 

1.Participatory resource development and management projects (particularly in 

semi-arid areas). These include wastelands and watershed development 

programmes. 

2.Resettlement and rehabilitation of released bonded labour and landless families. 

3.Development of women and children in rural areas. 

4.Development of rural credit systems. 

5.Development of appropriate institutions and managements systems in rural areas. 

6.Training - evolving training methods which are appropriate to the Indian context 

- particularly the rural areas. 

 

 



 
 

 

 101 

 

3.SELECTED EXAMPLES OF PARTICIPATORY RESEARCH 

 

 

 

In this chapter some examples of participatory research will be presented. They have 

been chosen because of their wide variety. These are not strictly speaking the best 

possible examples of research, but they represent different backgrounds, different 

settings, different methodologies, different levels of research. Some are rural and 

some are urban. Some are in the field of agriculture, some in the field of health. 

Some have to do with women, some are more about environment. Some research is 

at village level and some is rather at mesolevel. 

 

 

These examples are meant to demonstrate to those who want to understand the 

potential of the participatory approach for their research work, the wide range of 

possibilities. It is not the intention to give a recipe for doing proper participatory 

research and to describe research projects in order to copy them, but to challenge 

researchers to develop new methodologies for their research and to learn from the 

mistakes made by others who have been working in this field. 
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3.1.YOUNG LABOURERS IN BOGOTA: BREAKING AUTHORITARIAN 
RAMPARTS14 
 

 Maria Cristina Salazar 

 

 

 

This Chapter is based on a PAR initiative, involving approximately 350 child 

labourers, from 1985 to 1987 under the auspices of the Ministry of Labour and the 

National University of Colombia in poor suburban areas of Bogota. The project was 

undertaken with the collaboration of three officials from the Ministry, six social 

workers and the author. One aim of our work was to establish the viability of more 

critical policies geared to the protection of child labourers (children and youngsters 

under eighteen years old), and to the gradual elimination of child labour. Another 

main concern lay in those organizational aspects that could further the promotion 

the promotion of a social movement organized by the young labourers themselves. 

It was expected that the aims and the paths to be followed would be discovered 

progressively in an open-ended process where better alternatives for action would 

be established. The child labourers who participated in this initiative were chosen 

through visits to community centres of the Welfare Department of the City of 

Bogota, located in households, family and/or cottage industries and in different 

construction enterprises where the children were employed. 

 

 

 

 
14

From: Fals Borda O.Anisur Rahman M. Action and knowledge - breaking the 

monopoly with participatory action research. 1991: 54-64. 
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Knowledge and the research process 

 

The outsider participant team tried to be conscious of the different forms of 

knowledge that it was utilizing: How could reliable information regarding child 

labourers through their own participation in the process be obtained? Ho could 

access to their thinking and viewpoint about reality be gained? In the first place, 

efforts in this direction included the introduction of knowledge to child labour 

practices and legislation in Colombia and Bogota among those groups of child 

labourers that were identified. Then all members together- outsiders and insiders- 

produced illustrated booklets, pictures and photographs dealing with child labour 

problems. Soundings on the children's knowledge about their labour conditions and 

related themes took the form of socio-dramas, autobiographies, interviews and 

informal conversations. Reconstruction of the history of their families and suburban 

surroundings was also tried. The information thus collected was used for videotapes 

in which the child labourers contributed with music selections and other activities. 

 

This effort to obtain knowledge about the children's own experience, opinions and 

beliefs was a slow process that required the establishment of more equalitarian or 

symmetrical relationships with and among the children and a development of trust 

with members of the research team. This was possible due to a persistent effort to 

communicate with the children to be present at their training, to chat with them, to 

listen to their stories, jokes and gossip and to share in their joys and fears. This meant 

a truly emphatic and vivencia attitude on the part of the visiting team. For the 

majority of the youngsters, this was their first experience in which their own 

capacity for the generation of knowledge was stressed. Again through different 

pedagogical practices the team had to insist on their inherent capability to 

contribute, based on their own experiences, homes and urban settlements as well as 

Colombian society. The team became increasingly convinced that the ability of the 

youngsters to produce useful and/or pertinent knowledge was a real possibility. 

Much of our effort at the beginning of the work was geared to make the children 

understand this intellectual capacity on their own. 

 

The child labourers then began to articulate their own personal history about their 

families and their origins. The related why they had come to the city, how they had 
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become workers and in what conditions. They understood readily that the 

expression of their ideas and feelings, such as in the poems they wrote, was an 

element of the knowledge they acquired, and, as such, formed a justifiable basis for 

their world outlook. 

Of course, the process was also intended to impart new knowledge to the children. 

The outsider team talked about human rights, local ethnic and cultural origins - in 

short, knowledge which could help to alleviate inferiority feelings and assert self-

respect and self-esteem. This two-way formation of knowledge almost inevitably 

led to its systematization, and this likewise helped in the organizational process that 

was emerging.  

The group then started to implement initiatives through images, video tapes and 

other audio-visual elements in order to communicate their new knowledge 

components. Their new self-esteem helped to strengthen credibility in regard to their 

own capacity for introducing change to their surroundings, and to stimulate hope 

for the establishment of organizations of young labourers which would promote a 

veritable social movement. 

We therefore learned that knowledge was produced even under conditions of timid 

or weak participation and, moreover, that participatory actions can be furthered 

during the process itself when those concerned confront the results of their actions. 

When knowledge regarding child labour possibilities was transmitted to the 

communities and households involved, it increased the human mobilization 

potential. Thus one of the principal aims of our work was rather quickly gained. 

 

Research and culture 

 

The continuous interchange of different forms of perceiving reality, values and 

beliefs, and of transmitting them from one generation to the next, constitutes what 

may be called "popular culture. This was the culture we faced in our initiative as we 

tried to understand structures of production and reproduction of popular knowledge, 

often invisible to us. We asked ourselves, how and with whom do the child labourers 

learn the know-how for their work, and how do they relate it to an explanation of 

social life-mechanisms? Surely it is not academic science (Rodrigues Brandao 

1983). Instead, we liked Eduardo Galeano's definition (1978): culture is "the 
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creation of spaces of collective identity and memory: testimonies of what we are, 

prophecies of the imagination, denouncements of what impedes us to be". 

We therefore strived to engage the children in workshops together with the outsider 

team, stressing creativity, drama, puppet shows and pantomime, in search of 

precisely those "meetings spaces". Through paintings, mud sculpture, stories and 

theatre performances, we all contributed to this search so that the child labourers 

would understand the need to transform the dominant value systems, those which 

stress competitiveness, consumerism, sacralization of money, contempt for the poor 

and exploitation for the lower strata of society. 

Discussions were also held with the young workers in which the team tried first to 

listen in order to encourage them to express themselves in their own words. Team 

members sought the children's own versions of their lives, their street conversations 

and friendships, their feelings and impressions regarding child labour and their 

relationships with employers and fellow adult workers. 

Moreover, the team found that it was not alone in this quest. In one of the marginal 

urban areas in which we found child labourers (the South-eastern poor sector of 

Bogota), we discovered several youth groups with similar aims to ours. Trying to 

promote authentic expressions of popular culture, these groups have been able to 

influence a large part of the sector's population. Through collaboration with these 

groups, and also with the support of art students from the National University, our 

workshops became successful in that a clearer consciousness of the young labourers' 

cultural identity emerged. 

Finally, the youngsters were introduced to job training in such productive skills as 

breadmaking, carpentry and mechanics, not for individual advancement but as a 

collective or cooperative effort (as explained below). This activity became a rallying 

point for the success and permanence of the project (see Ministerio de Trabajo-

Universidad Nacional de Colombia 1986), since it demonstrated that PAR could be 

utilized with material and intellectual profit in productive enterprises. In 1988 the 

Ministry gave further support and continuity to this initiative by adopting it as 

official policy as well as increasing the existing fund substantially. 
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Intervention for transformation 

 

It was not easy to start and sustain participative processes with the children in the 

activities just mentioned. The participatory researchers, the child labourers and the 

families all are part of a long chain of transmission of authoritarian traits and other 

patterns of subject/object domination in our lives. Our socialization has occurred 

within strict up/down structural relations of domination which characterize 

Colombian society. Therefore, it was not as easy as expected to break with such 

authoritarian elements in the full participatory processes. For example, it may be 

easier to achieve a partial objective by proposing to carry out certain actions than 

by listening to different opinions regarding options and alternatives. Outsiders are 

used to "seeing" what should be done, and therefore are prone to propose solutions 

regardless of consultation with those directly concerned. Often the outside activists 

are under pressure "to produce results" and this may quickly to counterproductive 

results. Authoritarian attitudes (even unconsciously) may thus lead to actions which 

produce current domination patterns. This tended to occur also in our experience 

with the children. 

Evidently, the young workers were ready to accept current authoritative ways for 

establishing upper/ lower social relations. They felt better when they were treated 

as recipients of knowledge rather than as knowledge producers, or as passive and 

subordinated units with little initiative rather than as intelligent youngsters, able to 

innovate and help solve their own problems. They preferred to be seen as persons 

who accepted indiscriminate orders, simply because these derived from positions of 

authority. 

These attitudes in turn generated apathy and indifference in the young workers, 

manifest in their lack of organizational interest and absence from meetings, and in 

preferring to array themselves in such traditional set-ups as a formal classroom. 

The members of the visiting team grasped the importance of breaking such 

educational routines so that a more participatory pattern would be forthcoming. This 

was the purpose of our intervention in the life of the youngsters and their groups. 

Positive results were quickly apparent, as described above. 

A major conclusion of the initiative thus refers to the importance of such progressive 

changes centred on emphasizing democratic or egalitarian values against 
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domination and authoritarianism, since they constitute the core of autonomous 

people's movements. 

 

 

 

Skill training and organization 

 

The initiative introduced rather novel ways of skill training as a means to achieve 

progressive changes. We wanted to support the labour of children, nor under 

dangerous or hazardous conditions but in cottage industries to be managed by the 

children labourers themselves. Several of the adult members of the children's 

families collaborated in the implementation of two of these industries, a bakery and 

a carpentry shop. Some 150 labourers (mainly those above the age of fourteen) were 

able to participate in this work. They planned, discussed alternatives, undertook 

organizational decisions and eventually established four bakeries and carpentry 

shops under the new rule of self-determination and control. With the help of soft 

loans from a special Ministry of Labour fund, the shops have been functioning well 

after two years, generating income for the children and their families. 

We wanted to support such economic and cultural organizations which would offer 

at least partial solutions to young labourers' problems. Within an organizational 

context it would appear feasible to implement participatory activities. Since some 

work in the community centres of the Welfare Department of the City of Bogota 

had been undertaken with the same purpose, we encouraged links with youth groups 

in those centres to establish jointly the necessary conditions for the initial launching 

of a pertinent social movement. 

In the PAR process to reach the goal of autonomy for youth groups able to create 

their own organizations and to influence their future requires continuous efforts by 

all those involved. We began to work patiently in the communities to which the 

child labourers belonged, mostly in the neighbourhoods surrounding the community 

centres. Initial issues for launching a social movement with child labourers in mind 

were their heavy work schedules, the long distances they had to travel as well as the 

environmental conditions, especially in brickmaking and house construction. 

Likewise, exploitative and authoritarian attitudes among superiors and officials 

were targeted for criticism.  
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After their awareness was raised, the child labourers and their families were able to 

unmask the often-hidden exploitation of their labour. It was then easy for them to 

transfer such discoveries to other authoritarian aspects of Colombian institutions 

and culture, even within their homes. Of course, the changes achieved during the 

project were modest and quite limited in scope, we are aware that they are only part 

of the more fundamental ones that are necessary for social transformation at a macro 

level. But we think that some changes on the periphery will affect the social space 

of economics and politics. 

Thus the base of a social movement of young workers in Bogota was established 

through the knowledge and skills obtained, and through the organization and actions 

in which our young labourers participated. The unveiling of the latent political ethos 

of our work became apparent as the initiative advanced. As stated above, the 

movement did not come to full fruition because the visiting team had limited time. 

Now the organized children would have to carry on, together with their families and 

communities. 

The aspirations set forth at the beginning of this essay nurtured individual hope and 

facilitated common effort. They stimulated a feeling of viability in collective and/or 

associated action. At least, the child labourers participating in the project now know 

that they are capable of specific actions to transform their reality. 

 

 

 

Some notes on Participation 

 

Again, it was not easy to obtain the participation of the child labourers in gaining 

knowledge over social processes. Several months passed after the launching of the 

idea, and only after they had put their trust in the PAR team and in their own 

capabilities, did the children begin to conceptualize about social and economic 

conditions. They asked themselves: What can we do with the knowledge we have 

acquired about social relations and labour conditions? How can we improve? How 

can we seek the support of fellow youth and labourers? These questions revealed 

new expectations which may be seen as results of the initiative's emphasis on 

participative aspects of knowledge production. Indeed, we were privileged to 

witness first-hand the generation of feelings of self-respect among the young 
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labourers, and we found evidence of change in their old feelings of resignation. 

Passive and submissive attitudes started to give way to self-esteem and hope. But it 

was necessary to persist with them. These results underline the importance of 

continuity and broadening of scope in PAR efforts. There is a need to find ever new 

spaces for participation, emphasizing symmetrical relationships. 

There were some other by-products in this search. For example, the schools and co-

operatives attended by the children started to reflect some of this horizontality. 

There were noticeable effects also in the self-management schemes for the cottage 

industries, in cultural activities and among the young labourers' informal groups in 

community centres. It is through organizational processes the extension of 

participation can be achieved. New solidarity networks, a sense of community 

belongingness and new meanings regarding the public sphere are some of the 

components of those processes. 

The positive impact of authentic participation for the development of the personality 

of the young labourers was another main finding of the project. The children were 

able to assimilate different experiences from those they knew, including the freedom 

and ability to express their own views about their situation. To be treated with trust 

and respect by the outside PAR team and other officials and adults, was an important 

condition for this achievement. Perhaps one can say that these child labourers were 

thus able to experiment democracy a bit more authentically. 

The Colombian government, represented in this case by the Ministry of Labour, had 

not practised with this type of democratic participation, in spite of the verbal 

emphasis placed on the general concept itself (Fals-Borda 1988). Participation was 

understood mainly in terms of social control and mass manipulation by the central 

government, so derived from traditional up/down development ideology. Of course, 

this developmental ideology has severe limitations. Thus it becomes important 

always to define with clarity what is meant by participation. In general, for us it is 

above all an egalitarian philosophy of life designed to break unjust or exploitative 

power relations and to achieve a more satisfactory kind of society. 

Despite their official patronage, in our instance the governmental institutions 

involved in this PAR initiative did not question the radical participative approach 

which our team advocated. On the contrary, the officials involved accepted the 

critical premises of the idea, perhaps for lack of other feasible alternatives and in 

view of previous development failures. Together with us, they rejected some 
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classical academic research techniques, such as sample surveys and questionnaires, 

which had proved of little use. We therefore found that there may be margin for 

innovative action, even in state institutions depending on the technical and 

ideological orientation and personal flexibility and commitment of officials 

involved. However, the survival possibilities of these officials may be subject to 

changes of administration or to the whim of higher dignitaries who may see threats 

in such innovation. 

Moreover, as youth organizations are more qualified and advanced in their material 

and intellectual objectives, they can become collective counterparts to official 

agencies and extend more authentic participatory processes. As Borja (1986( has 

said, proof of the participative will of a government derives from the economic and 

material support it lends to popular organization, as well as from their juridical 

recognition, avoiding the imposition of dependency ties on those organization. 

The young labourers involved in this initiative demonstrated that a more authentic 

participation is possible when at least the following conditions are present: 

1.a firmly based expectation of individual and communal progress; 

2.the establishment of adequate institutional or organizational mechanisms and 

3.an active recognition by the state of human rights for self-improvement and 

collective advancement (Salazar 1987, 1988). 

In our case the idea was not so much to attain such far-flung purposes as 

"revolution" to achieve feasible solutions to daily concrete problems. This does not 

deny the "revolutionary" potential of such changes, especially if they accumulate 

and acquire visibility in a macro dimension such as that provided by a regional, 

national or international socio-political movement. 

Such a cause for significant transformation, of course, calls for additional 

organizational methods, resources and vision.  

Under our concrete conditions, it is possible to generate a movement of young and 

child labourers through skill training and associative production forms. This 

movement may contribute to new positive patterns of social relations, leading to 

necessary transformations even at the authoritarian State level. 
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3.2.A PHILIPPINE CASE ON PARTICIPATIVE TECHNOLOGY 
DEVELOPMENT15 
 

 Clive Lightfoot and Francisco Ocado 

 

 

 

This paper describes the different stages of a participatory method of the Farming 

Systems Development Project-Eastern Visayas to identify farmers' priority 

problems, diagnose farming systems, elaborate farmers' hypotheses and implement 

farmer led experiments. 

 

Participatory methods were developed in response to a lack of progress and farmer 

adoption using conventional transfer of technology methods. 

Before participatory methods started several conventional socio-economic surveys 

were conducted. Also, cropping pattern trials had been going on for two seasons. 

This work had been done by a site research team comprising two Economists, one 

Livestock specialist, one Agronomist and one Extensionist as team leader. The team 

was supported by senior staff from the Department of Agriculture and the Visayas 

State College of Agriculture. 

 

 

 

Stage one 'how to get started' 
 

First step: Farmers identify and appropriate Problem 

Farmer Group meetings elicited information on current topics of conversation. 

Attenders of the first meeting came because either they were interested, or they were 

co-operators in previous cropping pattern trials. Asking farmers what their current 

topics of conversation were stimulated much more dialogue and proved a better 

entry point for finding problems than asking for problems directly. 

 
15

From: ILEIA Newsletter. October 1988 vol. 4 No. 3. page 18-19. 
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A key point was to get as many topics as possible to build an atmosphere of free 

exchange. From the many topics discussed, farmers selected declining soil 

productivity as the topic they would like to elaborate further by visits to their farms. 

Farmers asked us to visit their fields so that they could show us what they were 

talking about. In these brief one-on-one discussions the complex web of what and 

whys involved in the seemingly straight forward subject of soil productivity was 

appreciated. 

Group meetings of all concerned were used to obtain consensus on a priority 

problem. A key point for such meetings is that if consensus is not attained interest 

and co-operation will soon wane - waning interest is a useful check for researcher 

error. From the complex of problems mentioned, consensus began to form on issues 

pertaining to the cultivation of infertile, marginal cogonal uplands, areas infested 

with Imperata grass (Imperata cylindrica). 

 

Second Step: Diagnosing Farming Systems 

During the process of identifying farmers' priority problems, researchers gained 

sufficient knowledge to itemize key points for further study. These points were 

discussed and elaborated into guide topics with key informants. Guide topics 

included farm typology (resource base of farm size, family size, livestock held etc.) 

some description of processes (area selection, cultivation procedures, and cropping 

sequences), and reasons surrounding the problem's existence (why Imperata is 

present, why farmers must cultivate these areas, what constraints are faced). 

This draft set of guide topics was pretested with a handful of 'typical' farmers prior 

to conducting the survey. An informal survey was conducted of some twenty-four 

randomly selected households from a total of one hundred and fifty in three upland 

villages. 

Survey topics were informally discussed in any order over several sessions. this was 

particularly the case when farmers required us to visit specific parts of their lands to 

enable them better to explain a point. 

Estimates of percentage vegetative composition of Imperata areas, labour and draft 

powered used in opening such areas were also gathered. 

Informal survey responses provided information on the bio-physical causes and 

socio-economic constraints surrounding the problem. Why is Imperata around? 

Why are these areas cultivated? Each reason given was ascribed a box on the 
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blackboard with arrows leading to the centrally placed problem box. A small group 

of 'key informants' then explained the relationships between boxes and between the 

boxes and the problem. 

 

The boxes were redrawn into concentric rings around the problem with each box 

forming one segment of a circular system diagram. The size of each segment was 

determined by the proportion of farmers who responded to that point against all 

points in that ring. 

A systems diagram provides a picture of the complex of issues and interactions 

farmers perceive to surround their problem. 

Finally, a group meeting of all respondents was called to obtain agreement that the 

systems diagram represented what was happening on their farms. By working 

through this diagnostic procedure several times it is probable that farmers will 

develop the capacity to use the diagramming technique on their own. 

 

 

 

Stage two 'looking for things to try' 
 

First step: Search for Potential Solutions 

In order to let the farmers' priorities and ideas come first their experiments, ideas, 

or knowledge were elicited. Most farmers knew that Imperata neither grew in 

shaded areas nor germinated in shaded or covered soil. More than this, several key 

informants had observed that Imperata was shaded out or suffocated by vigorously 

vining plants. In group meetings attended by farmers, site researchers and station-

based researchers the farmers' observations were supported by formal research 

findings. Farmers also expressed other ideas for controlling Imperata. Ploughing 

and planting cassava or sugarcane were two examples. Supplementing this list, 

researchers advanced the idea of using herbicides. 

 

Second Step: Screening Potential Solutions 

At technology screening meetings, key informants and researcher presented to 

farmer group various options with the 'pros' and 'cons' openly debated. The systems 

diagram was used to focus the debates as 'pros' became potential benefits vis-a-vis 
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bio-physical causes and 'cons' became potential conflict vis-a-vis socio-economic 

constraints. 

For example, farmers judged that ploughing would require too much labour and 

draft power, already in short supply, and herbicides would cost too much. Money 

and labour constraints did not, however, appear to conflict with a potential solution 

in shading out Imperata by planting trees or vining plants like Pueraria. 

Although several farmers wanted to try Pueraria, others wanted to see it growing 

before they would make any decisions on testing. A field trip was arranged for them 

to see Leuceana trees, Pueraria and Centrosema growing at a research station and 

on farms. One key point here is that if strong consensus cannot be reached on a well-

defined test, it is better to go back a few stages rather than push forward an 

unpopular experiment. 

 

 

 

Stage three 'trying out' 
 

First step: Defining Test Hypothesis 

Farmers decided through group meetings to test vining legumes for the 

rehabilitation of Imperata infested land. They had a hunch that legumes may shade 

out Imperata grass and also directly improve soil fertility. 

Furthermore, farmers thought that ground covered by a flat bed of legume would be 

less laborious to cultivate than that of tall grasses and shrubs. But would it or how 

well would it do all these things? Neither researchers nor farmers knew but they 

both wanted to find out. 

 

Second step: Designing Farmer-led Experiments 

Most decisions pertaining to experimental design were made by farmers during 

visits to individual farms. Farmers chose plot locations and plot sizes from a 

researcher defined range of 500 to 1,000 sgm. The number of replicates of tests or 

farms was, however, limited by availability of legume seed. Farmers developed their 

own methods for establishing the legumes. Finally, what parameters to measure was 

decided by what farmers did not know and wanted to find out. Measurements taken 
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by researchers included farmer's assessments and standard biological 

measurements. 

 

Third step: Conduct Farmer-led Experiment 

Following a schedule of farm visits, farmers and researchers demarcated the plot, 

farmers prepared the land and planted the legumes. Researchers provided the 

legume seed and recorded Imperata stand densities, took soil samples and noted 

labour requirements. Periodically, farmers and researchers visited the plot to note 

progress and take biological measurements. Where damage by drought or fie 

occurred researchers encouraged farmers to reseed. 

All experimental plots were demarcated and planted to legumes Pueraria and 

Centrosema. Nurseries of Desmodium ovalifolium were also started. Even though 

prolonged drought after establishment slowed legume growth, interest remained 

high. After six months legumes covered only 25% of the ground, partly because of 

drought and partly because of accidental burning. Most plots are now ready for 

planting to a second legume of Desmodium ovalifolium. 

 

Fourth step: Analysis of Experiment 

Farmers continually analysed the experiment. However, final results must await the 

testing of all hypotheses. so far researchers have done the labour data analysis for 

establishing legumes. They have also monitored the percentage cover of legume and 

Imperata. These data and analysis, along with farmer responses, were discussed in 

regular farmer group meetings. 

 

 

 

Discussion 

 

The method described encourages farmer participation. It also encourages the use 

of systems logic in identifying systems problems, analysing systems, and 

elaborating experiments. Consequently, these experiments are very different from 

typical cropping pattern trials which place priority on maximizing crop grain yield 

per hectare and high cash inputs Upland subsistence farmers are uninterested in 
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immediate increases in crop yield and cash input, instead their priority lies in the 

long-term rehabilitation of cogonal land and in saving labour. 

A more holistic systems logic also leads to differences compared to conventional 

cropping pattern trials. 

Cropping pattern trials usually focus on one or two crops and assume they will be 

grown every year. A wider view of upland farming systems reveals that upland 

farmers do not only cultivate many agro-ecological zones, but they do so on a crop-

fallow rotation. Thus farmers are interested in the management of cogonal fallow 

land and not just the cropped areas. 

On this occasion, more participation and a wider system view than in conventional 

cropping pattern research undoubtedly produced important differences in both 

research topic and orientation of intervention. More important from a 

methodological standpoint is the fact that on other occasions this method has led to 

unusual experiments. Legume enriched fallows are being tested to enhance soil 

fertility recovery and reduce labour costs in coconut fallow rotation systems. 

Participatory method that use farmer knowledge and systems are now solving 

problems that conventional cropping pattern research was incapable of addressing. 

Participating farmers have increased their capacity or skills and willingness to work 

together as a result of working on this experiment and they are able to increase their 

part in this trial process when addressing another problem. 

Furthermore, if and when the time comes for farmer-to-farmer training they are 

prepared by the trainers. 

 

Clive Lightfoot and Francisco Ocado, FSDP-EV Project, Department of 

Agriculture, Tacloban, Philippines. 
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3.3.PEASANT FARMER AGRICULTURAL SELF-DEVELOPMENT16 
 

 Peter Gubbles 

 

 

 

The World Neighbours Experience in West Africa 

 

In West Africa, there presently exists a large gap between what agricultural research 

and extension have to offer, and the needs of the majority of small-scale peasant 

farmers. There seems to be increasing recognition that if this gap is ever to bridged, 

peasant farmers must participate much more actively in agricultural research and 

development. Rather than attempting to solve the problems for the peasant farmer, 

research and extension services and NGOs should re-orient their approach so as to 

help peasant farmers learn to be more effective solving their agricultural problems 

on their own. 

 

While the potential of this idea is large, models for operational approaches to 

strengthen, and institutionalize the peasant farmers' existing capacity to identify, test 

and adapt new agricultural technologies have yet to be fully developed. 

Since 1983, World Neighbours (WN) has been actively involved in developing an 

operational approach designed to help peasant farmers in West Africa learn to be 

more effective in improving their own agriculture by undertaking small-scale 

experimentation. this approach, described in the book Two Ears of Corn by Roland 

Bunch, evolved from WN's 30 years of field experience, particularly in Central 

America. the question was whether the basic principles of this approach could be 

applied to West Africa with similar success. 

The first WN operational programme was established in Bassar, Togo. After a 

modest degree of success there, WN established new programmes in Mali, and more 

recently Chad and Burkina Faso. Although the process of adapting the approach to 

 
16
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the West African context is not yet completed, the results to date are very 

encouraging. 

Both in Togo and Mali, short-cycle seed varieties, including cowpeas, maize, 

sorghum and millet have been the 'first wave' technologies that have generated 

peasant farmer enthusiasm and stimulated continued experimentation of other type 

of technologies. 

 

 

 

1. Peasant farmer diagnosis of agricultural problems 

Peasant farmers already know their agro-ecological area, farming system and socio-

economic environment intimately. Their knowledge is superior to what outsiders 

could realistically hope to gain, even after prolonged study. 

Within the framework of agricultural self-development, as promoted by WN 

peasant farmers themselves take responsibility for 'agro-ecosystem analysis'. Study 

of indigenous agricultural change in West Africa reveals that peasant farmers are 

dynamic innovators and managers of their local environment (Richards 1985, 

1988). They already have a capacity to analyse their agricultural problems and act 

on this analysis by making appropriate changes to their farming system. 

WN's objective is to strengthen and make more effective this existing capacity of 

peasant farmers. 

In order to realize this objective in a given programme area. WN needs to develop 

a practical working knowledge of the local farming system. The purpose, however, 

is not to understand the farming system of the given agro-ecological area in its 

complexity in order to diagnose agricultural constraints for the farmer. Rather, the 

focus is to learn only what is essential to know in order to effectively guide peasant 

farmers to undertake their own analysis. 

Before actually initiating contact with peasant farmers in the chosen programme 

area, WN contacts the local agricultural research and extension services in order to 

learn about the area in general, and about the local agriculture in particular, 

including the major crops, cultural techniques, rotational patterns, division of 

labour, access to inputs and credit, etc. 

WN uses the general information obtained from non-farmer sources to prepare 

questions of a survey designed to assist peasant farmers in the chosen programme 
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area to analyse their agriculture and determine priority problems. This survey is 

carried out by a team consisting of one or two experienced WN animators and a 

resource person who speaks the local language. 

Typically, a WN programme area may include from 20 to 80 villages. The WN team 

may decide to visit about 10 villages, chosen according to certain criteria set in 

advance by the WN team in consideration of what has already learned about the 

area. 

Before and during these visits, WN makes arrangements to help ensure that an 

informal gathering of village leaders, family heads and women representing a good 

cross-section of the local population attend the meeting.  

In WN's experience, it is important to structure the informal discussion through the 

use of questions that stimulate analysis and reflection. 

Simply asking, 'What are your problems?' is likely to provide limited information 

and a 'shopping list' of needs for credit, inputs, and services which the villagers 

suspect the outsiders might be able to provide them at a later date. 

 

 

 

Three fundamental themes 
 

The most useful approach that WN has employed to generate informative and 

analytical debate have been to ask a series of questions based around three 

fundamental themes, noted below: 

1.Comparing the agriculture practiced in the time of your father and grandfather 

with the agriculture practiced by you today, what are the major changes that have 

occurred? 

2.What are the major problems or difficulties that you are facing that limit your 

agricultural production? Why have these problems occurred? What are their root 

causes? 

3.What different ideas or new techniques have you tried in recent years to cope with 

these problems? How successful have these new ideas been in resolving these 

problems? 
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These questions, if artfully asked, generate a sufficient base of quality, analytical 

information on which to begin the process of helping peasant farmers identify, 

research and test new techniques which address the identified problems. 

WN finds that this approach to helping the participants analyse their situation largely 

succeeds in identifying priorities that are common to the majority. On occasion, 

'problems' such as gaining access to bullock traction equipment or fertilizer, which 

may be of more concern to resource-rich farmers are mentioned, but a t a later stage 

in the process, when identifying and pre-screening various innovations, WN 

excludes those which are not likely to assist the majority of the population. 

 

 

 

Common problems and local solutions 
 

In Mali, Burkina Faso and Togo, in areas where WN has initiated agricultural 

programmes, there has been a striking similarity of peasant farmer analysis of 

priority problems. Even though the agro-ecological areas of each programme are 

quite different, the over-riding problems seem to be common: 

1.Declining rainfall coupled with increasingly irregular pattern of distribution. The 

irregularity is most pronounced at the beginning and the end of the rainfall season. 

2.Decreasing soil fertility. 

 

Another similarity observed by WN is that peasant farmers in each of the 

programme areas already have discovered, adapted and applied various innovations 

of indigenous origin to cope with their agricultural problems. Examples cited by 

peasant farmers are: 

-Identification of new local varieties of sorghum and millet which have shorter 

growing cycles. 

-Improved use of low-lying marshy areas and valleys where improved water 

retention makes growing non-drought resistant crops less risky. 

-Making of earthen bunds or natural barriers to prevent run-off. 

-Use of minimum tillage techniques coupled with early sowing to make maximum 

use of early rains. 

-Mulching compound fields with vegetative matter brought in from the bush. 
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While these examples demonstrate that peasant farmers already do informal 

agricultural research and development on their own, WN has observed that this 

indigenous process is not systematic or organized. Rather, individual farmers seem 

to innovate on their own. If they succeed, neighbours see and learn, and a process 

of informal diffusion occurs. WN learns that the meetings it initiates are the first 

time that villagers have met together to reflect on agricultural changes that have 

occurred and analyse agricultural problems as a group. There is no concerted, 

organized community effort to determine priorities, analyse problems, seek 

solutions, and take action. 

 

 

 

2. Helping peasant farmers identify potential innovations 

Once the main research priorities have been identified by the farmers in the context 

of a general survey, WN's approach is always to begin on a small-scale, working 

intensively with 3 to 5 pilot villages (again selected according to certain strategic 

criteria). 

After some time spent to introduce WN, to ensure that the village understands and 

has interest in testing new agricultural technologies, and that there is common 

agreement on agricultural research priorities (WN is interested in those innovations 

which respond to the majority of the resource poor), WN begins the process of 

identifying potential appropriate innovations. 

However, WN sometimes discovers that the villagers' priorities may not initially be 

directly related to crop or livestock production. For example, in Bassar, Togo, 

certain rural communities had a severe problem with guinea worm. Over 40% of the 

men and women were suffering from this debilitating water-related disease during 

the growing season and were unable to work their fields. In these communities, 

action to improve water supply and eradicate guinea worm had to be addressed first, 

before agricultural problems. 

Often, Project and extension workers are locked into helping peasant farmers solve 

problems within a restricted field, e.g. cash crops or livestock production. 

WN experience is that community priorities may not always be related to 

agriculture, and even when they are, key constraints to production may be more 
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related to factors such as health, and water supply. It is often crucial to success that 

agricultural development programmes have sufficient flexibility to allow peasant 

farmers themselves to set priorities. 

While initiating a new programme in this way, WN prepares the ground by 

establishing links with national agricultural research stations and extension services, 

especially those based near the programme area. Also, WN seeks to learn from other 

NGO's and informal contacts whether peasant farmers in other regions might 

already have developed innovations to solve problems similar to those faced by 

peasant farmers in the programme area. 

Finally, during the initial survey and analysis undertaken earlier, WN personnel 

sometimes succeed in identifying innovative farmers within the programme area. 

WN wishes to identify potential innovations from all three sources mentioned above 

so that villagers will not come to think that Research centres are the only source of 

new technologies. 

 

 

Pre-screening innovations 

 

Once this initial background work is done, Centres-screens' the identified 

innovations according to certain key criteria (Buch 1982). The most important of 

these are simplicity, accessibility to the resource poor majority, low risk, and 

likelihood of generating rapid significant results. 

Wherever possible, WN arranges for selected village delegates to make field visits 

to gain first-hand information about these innovations. Usually, this will be the first 

time the villagers ever will have visited a research station or made a trip to a distant 

region of the country. 

The importance of having villagers make such excursions is not primarily for them 

to gain first-hand information and to be able to listen to those who have concrete 

experience. Rather, from WN point of view, the main purpose is to develop the 

establishment of the farmers' independent links with a much wider network than 

exists at the village level. 

If farmers are encouraged and supported in making direct contact with various 

potential sources of innovations themselves, rather than depending on WN to 

perform this role, they are likely in the long term to develop the necessary self-
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confidence to take up the task of identifying new technologies on their own, with a 

minimum of outside support. 

As the process has evolved, the farmers have, with surprising vigour, taken up 

identification of indigenous innovations, and are exploiting their own network of 

contacts outside of the area to seek out new ideas. 

Finally, with increasing self-confidence, the farmers of the participating villages are 

relying on their own creativity to think of various ways to improve agricultural 

techniques. Usually, this creativity is based on experimenting with various planting 

dates, intercropping techniques, and plant populations of new short-cycle seed 

varieties which have already been tested and accepted by the community. 
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3. Testing new technology 

In the WN Sanando Programme near Segou, Mali, peasant farmers experienced 

severe drought in 1984 and 1985. Their own local varieties of millet and sorghum 

had failed to mature before the end of the rains. 

Also, villagers suffered during the difficult 'hungry season' in July and August 

because their stock of grain from the previous year's harvest were depleted before 

their local long-cycle varieties matured and became available for consumption. 

When asked what solutions they had already tried to address these problems, the 

farmers replied that they had identified a local variety of millet called 'souna' which 

had a short-growing cycle of only three months. 

However, while 'souna' helped them cope with shorter growing seasons, the farmers 

said that it was of inferior quality and palatability. They would be very interested if 

WN could help obtain other varieties of short cycle seeds. 

This information supported prior WN experience that peasant farmers innovate on 

their own to cope with agricultural problems. The 'best bet' intervention that an 

outside agency such as WN could make is to move in the same direction as the 

farmers themselves, by improving, reinforcing or adding to the type of indigenous 

innovations already being tested and adopted by peasant farmers. 

Thus, the WN Project identified a range of new short-cycle varieties of millet, 

sorghum, and cowpeas. Some of these varieties were recommended by a Research 

station. Others, of local origin, were identified by individual farmers, with the 

encouragement of WN Project staff. 

WN organized meetings in 4 carefully chosen villages in the Sanando district, in 

which both men and women were present. 

Every individual was given a small handful of each new seed variety, a few grains 

only, and was asked to study the seed carefully. The animator asked the group what 

type of seed it was, whether they had ever seen this particular variety before, and 

how in appearance it compared to their local varieties. 

Without exception, these questions stimulated lively discussion and interest, more 

so when the WN animator said that these seeds were reputed to produce a harvest 

in only 3 months. The farmers asked many penetrating questions about what type 

of soil was required, what spacing, how the plant looked like, etc. 

The animator replied that, following their wishes, he had been able to identify short-

cycle seed from other regions of Mali but knew little else. The farmers determined 
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that these seeds had never been grown before in their village, and so even the limited 

information available on how to grow this seed under their local conditions might 

not be relevant. 

'So, what do you think should be done?' Some farmers were enthusiastic and 

proposed planting a whole field with the new varieties. 

Wiser, more prudent farmers responded that it would be risky to grow such a large 

area of completely unknown seed. Thus, the community itself (not WN) suggested 

the idea of testing the seeds on a limited scale. 

 

 

 

Basic steps 

 

'So, how should we test these new varieties?' Again, the animator did not impose a 

set of pre-determined experimental procedures preferred by WN. Rather, he asked 

the farmers a set of carefully prepared questions (modules of conscientisation) 

designed to learn what farmers themselves thought about how to undertake an 

agricultural experiment, and to stimulate them to elaborate the basic steps of the 

process on their own: 

-Should every farm family in the village try out the new seeds or just a few? 

-If a few, by what criteria should these individuals be chosen? 

-Should all the trials be put together in one big field, or should they be on the land 

of each selected farmer? 

-Is one single test enough for each variety of seed? Why or why not? 

If not, how many test plots of each seed variety should be made in the village in 

order to be more confident of the results? 

-How can the production of these new seeds best be compared to our local varieties? 

-Should the test plot be on a special field or in the regular field in which the farmer 

was planning to grow his local variety of the same type of crop? 

 

In this way, suing dialogue, guided discussion and problem-posing techniques, WN 

stimulated the peasant farmers, within the context of the community to make the 

basic decisions on how to undertake the trials, and to feel that experimenting with 

new varieties was in their immediate interests, and their, not WN's programme. 
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In each of the 4 villages, farmers came to quite similar conclusions about how to 

conduct the experiments. Each community decided to choose a certain number of 

individuals (pilot farmers) who would undertake the trials on their own land. The 

villagers opted for smaller trial plots, varying from 10 'steps' by 10 steps to 30 by 

30 depending on the experiment and crop. Recognizing that to be more confident of 

conclusions drawn from the results, the community assembly decided that each trial 

should be replicated at least 5 to 10 times in their village. Part of their reasoning was 

that the trial should be undertaken in all the major variant conditions prevailing in 

the village (i.e. fertile/poor, high/low, planting date, etc.). 

Farmers also quickly grasped the utility of having 'control plots' using their own 

local variety next to the trial plots with the new seed in order to compare results 

under exactly the same conditions (date of sowing, land preparation, weeding, 

spacing, etc.). 

Immediately before the growing season, WN Project staff invited all the 'pilot 

farmers' of all 4 villages to a short training course on basic principles of conducting 

a field trial. WN made clear that each farmer was to manage his or her trial plot and 

set the production variables according to their best judgement and traditional 

practice. 

Whatever the plots produced would be theirs after harvest, but the information 

generated would be reported and shared with the entire community.  

WN reviewed and reinforced the principle that trial, and control plot should be 

treated exactly the same with the seed variety to be the only differing 'factor of 

production'. To this end, each pilot farmer received training on how to accurately 

stake out their trial plots, and what field observations to make. During the growing 

season, WN staff regularly visited each of 20 or more pilot farmers in the 4 

participating villages. Additional important data a that farmers could not yet record 

or measure for themselves was collected by the project for subsequent Project level 

interpretation and analysis. 

 

 

 

4. Evaluating the results 

Some months after harvest, WN facilitated village level evaluation meetings. Each 

pilot farmer gave a complete report to the assembly. 
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Interpretation of the results covered a wide range of criteria, mostly set by the 

farmers themselves, including yields, taste, drought and pest resistance, 

conservability, marketability etc. by asking 'why did one farmer A have much better 

yields than farmer B?' and 'how do you account for all the differences that occurred 

between the replications', the farmers' intimate knowledge of his agriculture was 

brought into play, and a wealth of data, information, and understanding was 

generated. 

Thereafter, WN organized an intervillage session bringing together delegates form 

all 4 villages to compare results and discuss conclusions. This 3-day session, held 

in one of the villages, brought considerable new insights. The delegates examined 

each innovation tested in turn and decided to either 

1.reject it entirely; 

2.test the innovation again with more replications and under different conditions or 

3.recommend the innovation for widespread extension. 

 

Not only did the assembly of farmers demonstrate their superior capability to assess 

the results, but for innovations selected for extension, they were able to recommend 

an impressive list of cultural techniques (data of sowing, type of soil, plant density 

etc.) for achieving the optimal 'fit' of the new seed variety into the local agro-

ecological system. 

Although these recommendations were not derived from scientifically rigorous 

experimental data, they did proceed from the farmers experience, keen sense of 

observation, and intimate knowledge of local conditions. 

Their validity became dramatically clear during the next two years, when farmers 

acted on their own conclusions, and the adapted innovations spread rapidly to 10 

new villages through a village-managed extension effort. 

 

 

 

5. Institutionalizing the process 

After initiating the agricultural self-development process described above, WN 

works to consolidate, improve, extend, and make it self-sustaining. A network of 

'Paysans Essayeurs', recruited by their communities throughout the Project area, 

receive additional training in how to undertake small-scale experimentation. They 
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learn how to design simple experiments not only in how to conduct variety trials 

but, in time, ho to test intercropping, plant spacing, rotation, tillage, fertility, soil 

and water conservation, and pest management techniques. 

Since almost all peasant farmers are illiterate in the areas reached by WN 

programmes, a functional literacy component has been added to the training to 

enable these volunteer farmers to accurately measure and record additional relevant 

data, such as rainfall, planting dates, plant stands, etc. 

If peasant farmers can successfully learn to organize direct their own agricultural 

on-farm research, WN has found that a village-managed extension programme, 

based on volunteer peasant farmer trainers can easily be organized. Such an 

approach can be very cost-effective in comparison to traditional extension methods 

because 

1.the innovations have already been tested and adapted to local conditions by the 

farmers themselves and 

2.it is not necessary to provide transport and hire paid staff. 

 

In each of its programmes, WN seeks to 'institutionalize' this process both at the 

village and inter-village level so that peasant farmers will continue meeting to 

analyse problems, identify and test innovations, evaluate results, and extend the 

proven technologies on their own, after WN phases out its support. 

The agro-ecological problems faced by the resource-poor peasant farmers in West 

Africa are staggering. 

Development agencies and governments urgently need a dramatically more 

effective methodology to agricultural research and extension in order to make more 

efficient use of scarce resources. 

To be effective, this methodology must be: inexpensive, robust, fast, flexible and be 

easily replicable bb training of field workers. It must be based on learning by doing 

within process of action-evaluation-action. Finally it must build on peasant farmer 

capabilities and knowledge and develop their social technology required to continue 

the process with minimum outside support. 

 

 

 

About World Neighbors 
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World Neigbors is a people-to-people non-profit organization working in Asia, 

Africa, and Latin America at the forefront of worldwide efforts to eliminate hunger, 

disease and poverty. 

Programme priorities are food production, community-based health, family 

planning, water and sanitation, environmental conservation. 

World Neighbors affirms the determination, ingenuity and inherent dignity of all 

people. By strengthening these primary resources, people are helped to analyse and 

solve their own problems. Success is achieved by developing, testing and extending 

simple technologies at the community level, and training local leaders to sustain and 

multiply results. 

Founded in 1951 and rooted in the Judeo-Christian tradition, World Neighbors is a 

non-sectarian, self-help movement supported by private donations. World 

Neighbors does not solicit nor accept U.S. government funding. 
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3.4.PARTICIPATORY RESEARCH INTO HIV/AIDS KNOWLEDGE, 
RISK PERCEPTION AND SEXUAL BEHAVIOUR AMONG 
IMMIGRANTS AND SEX-WORKERS IN MALAYSIA 

 

Ivan Wolffers, Catharine Arumamayagam, Irene Fernandez, Sharuna Verghis 

 

 

 

At regional workshops of South Eastern Non-Governmental Organizations and their 

need for support in HIV/AIDS work in Bangkok (1991) (1) and Manila (1993), one 

of the priorities mentioned was the need for more information to develop successful 

interventions and more effective advocacy work. The Department of Social 

Medicine of the VU University in Amsterdam supported a number of isolated 

research activities to collect this type of information (2), but it was not until the end 

of 1993 that efforts were undertaken to achieve a more structural co-operation. The 

main NGO in this process is the Malaysian NGO Tenaganita, which deals with 

issues related to violence in the case of women, sex-workers, women plantation 

workers, factory workers, and immigrant labour. Tenaganita is one of the members 

of the National Council of NGOs on AIDS in Malaysia, being the first to set up a 

Half Way Home for HIV-positive women, especially sex-workers, for recuperation 

and rehabilitation. In the Autumn of 1993, Tenaganita formed a working group of 

representatives from several NGOs involved in research and from research institutes 

that had shown an interest. A first step was to develop questionnaires for 

interviewing Philippine housemaids about sexual behaviour, HIV-AIDS knowledge 

and risk perception. This was evaluated in a workshop in May 1994 where the next 

stages of the research were formulated. 
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Participatory research and HIV/AIDS 

 

HIV/AIDS has confronted many countries with some of their local problems in a 

stronger way than ever. The weak position of women is reflected in the faster spread 

of HIV/AIDS among women and especially young women (3). The depopulation 

of rural areas and migration to work in cities has led to disruption of family 

structures, commercialization of sexual relationships and an increase in the 

infection. Hypocrisy concerning sexuality has made sexual education and 

HIV/AIDS education extremely difficult, making it very difficult to do anything 

against its rapid increase in some countries. Prohibition of commercial sex work and 

prosecution of sex-workers has not contributed towards the willing co-operation of 

groups who could play an important role in slowing down the dissemination of the 

infection. The poor quality of health care in some of the developing countries has 

impaired possibilities for adequate and appropriate action of public health 

authorities, and in some cases the health-care system has even contributed to further 

spreading of HIV/AIDS through blood transfusions and unhygienic working 

methods (especially needle use) (4). Strict control and heavy punishment of 

intravenous drug users can be another reason for increase of its prevalence instead 

of its control (5). Human rights violation of people with HIV/AIDS causes them to 

go into hiding instead of gaining their co-operation in fighting the pandemic.  

 

In short: many developing countries are confronted with structural problems in their 

country and are additionally facing a collapse of their socio-economic system due 

to the disappearance of the most productive generation and a need for new 

mechanisms that have to be developed to cope with an increasing number of 

orphans. 

 

To overcome all these problems massive involvement of the population is needed 

and especially of those segments of the population that are never consulted and are 

often stigmatized and discriminated. Participation is the key to successful 

HIV/AIDS campaigns and the World Health Organization (WHO) has stressed over 

and over again that NGOs should play an important role in that process. For 

appropriate operational research, participation is also of the greatest importance. 

There are two main reasons for this: 
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1.Experience with participatory research has shown that if the research has to lead 

to action (interventions), involvement of the people themselves in learning what the 

problems are, the collection of information that is needed, and analysis, contributes 

greatly to the feasibility of these interventions. It is a detour when researchers come 

from outside, think about what is important for the community, develop 

questionnaires, collect their information, write a report to satisfy their donors and 

finally (if there are still some funds and time left) try to educate the community 

about what the researchers have learned about the situation in the community. In the 

case of HIV/AIDS, where the co-operation of everybody is essential, this may be 

more true than ever. 

2.The nature of the research in the field of HIV/AIDS (sexual behaviour, hidden 

prejudices against foreigners, people with other sexual preferences, etc.) makes the 

co-operation of those involved very important. People who are stigmatized and fear 

discrimination (if not worse) are in no way likely to be willing to share information 

with researchers from outside. The chances increase when the people are involved 

in the research and understand the importance to themselves. 

 

Unfortunately, there is one main obstacle in many developing countries to 

participatory research and that is that the threat of HIV/AIDS has not become 

concrete enough to make it feasible for this topic to be sufficiently important to be 

placed on the priority list of a community. In Uganda, where in some communities 

30 to 40% of the population has been infected with the virus and where everyone 

can tell about a close family member who died from HIV/AIDS, it is gradually 

understood by the people that combating HIV/AIDS is a priority. In other countries 

the threat is preferably denied. Even the authorities tend to downplay the importance 

of the pandemic for several reasons. Indonesia is an example (6). The same is also 

true of Malaysia, where there is a tendency to belittle the consequences of the 

dissemination of the pandemic and portray it as a 'foreign problem' - blaming 

HIV/AIDS on the foreign migrants, and the tendency to look at it as a problem of 

the West. For participatory research on HIV/AIDS and related subjects in some 

countries it is important to create a platform of dialogue between NGOs, researchers 

and the community in order to expose people to the information about the 

consequences of further spreading of the infection and to invite them to participate. 
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In 1989 and 1990 one of  the authors of this article participated in the meetings of 

the expert committee of WHO on guidelines for qualitative research of WHO in 

Geneva. However, when the organization made a re-evaluation of their priorities the 

activities of this expert committee were discontinued. Susan Scrimshaw and others 

who were also involved in the activities of the expert committee published a report 

on the possibilities for AIDS Rapid Anthropological Assessment Procedures (7). 

They stressed the need for qualitative research in addition to quantitative research: 

"Anthropological research should also cover the same area of inquiry as the 

questionnaire survey and the data derived from the anthropological study should be 

included in all reports and publications as a complement to the questionnaire data." 

Considerable importance was given to the survey questionnaire. The following 

anthropological research techniques were mentioned as being useful for the AIDS-

RAP: 

1.Formal interviewing: a fixed written set of questions on specific topics is asked 

and recorded in detail. 

2.Informal interviewing: Open-ended questions are asked about specific topics 

following a general outline and allowing additional subjects to be incorporated as 

they arise.  

3.Conversations: Informal conversations with informants or with small groups are 

also incorporated in the data. 

4.Observation: Careful documentation of observed events and behaviour provides 

valuable non-verbal clues as to what is occurring. 

5.Participant observation: Participating in and observing the daily socio-cultural 

context of a household or community can be a unique way of generating 

information. 

6.Personal diaries: Individuals are asked to keep daily records of activities and 

behaviour. Although this method works best in populations which are fairly literate, 

alternatives can be devised for low or non-literate individuals. 

7.Collection of data from secondary sources: Previously published and unpublished 

research, government and community records, and health service records can be an 

important source of information. 

 

Though more social scientists have been stressing the fact that more socio-cultural 

research should be carried out and that qualitative research should be given a place 



 
 

 

 137 

 

in AIDS-research programmes, Jonathan Mann and others write in the Global 

Report on AIDS that the majority of attention is given to quantitative and bio-

medical research (8). The overview of anthropological research techniques of 

Scrimshaw and others reveals still a top-down way of thinking. Public health care 

officials and health educators need information for their interventions and 

campaigns. The need for a participatory approach is not expressed. However, as 

mentioned before, for collection of certain intimate data ownership of the 

programme by the people most involved may strengthen the validity and will make 

interventions more easily implemented. 

 

From a completely different group of researchers (those working with the Uganda 

Virus Research Institute in Entebbe) - a group of researchers concentrating on 

quantitative research - reports were heard that doing research without providing 

services to the people was impossible and for creation of a good relationship with 

the local population participatory methods were very important (9). "One objective 

of the programme in involving the community lies in the hope that the community's 

involvement will be sustained beyond the programme and that through this a 

community-based response to HIV/AIDS will be generated. HIV/AIDS research 

requires a cultural sensitivity and community intimacy unparalleled in other health 

research challenges." It seems that the importance of participatory methods for 

research on HIV/AIDS is realized in all different corners. 

 

 

 

The questionnaire of WHO 

 

The KAP-questionnaire as prepared by WHO was used for the first part of the 

research activities of Tenaganita in Malaysia. It was translated and adapted to the 

local situation and 100 Philippine housemaids were interviewed. Tenaganita had a 

regular contact with the Philippine housemaids. Immigrants are not supposed to 

organize themselves and the Malaysian labour unions refuse to represent them 

fearing them as competition on the labour market. Tenaganita is the only NGO 

working with foreign workers, in Malaysia. Contacts between Tenaganita and the 

Filipinos were based on long-term experiences in which Tenaganita supported the 
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rights of the Filipinos. Their meetings took place near St. John's cathedral in Kuala 

Lumpur where on their free Sundays the Philippine housemaids gather. Most of 

these Filipinos were rather serious and regular church visitors. For the research, 

however, it was vital to get in touch with those Philippine housemaids, who were 

not so serious and who might have more loose ideas about sexuality. These were to 

be found in the shopping malls, but as they were so afraid of police raids, it was not 

possible for representatives of Tenaganita to approach them directly. Some of the 

Filipinos from the church were selected, made aware of their possible prejudices 

against their compatriots and trained. In this way a relationship with some of the 

'mall-Filipinos' was created. Some of them could also be trained. 

 

The trained Filipinos did the interviews and were supported by the senior 

researchers of the project. Not everybody was happy with the way the research was 

done. The survey/questionnaire in itself was found to be incomplete/inadequate in 

gathering the appropriate information and in evoking a free and open starting on the 

part of the Philippian housemaids. This lacuna was effectively bridged by means of 

the focus group discussions, which prompted greater freedom in the response of the 

Philippians, even in discussing matters such as how they cope with their loneliness, 

their sexual desires and their opinions about HIV/AIDS and condom use, their 

involvement increased significantly. For a report on the results of the research 

among Filipinos we refer to later publications. In this article we would like to draw 

attention to the methodology of the research programme. When evaluating the 

survey and the questionnaire, the question was raised what was learned from it. 

 

Relevance: First of all, it became clear that many of the questions were irrelevant 

where the Philippine women were concerned. A big section on alcohol consumption 

may have been useful for other developing countries, but among the Filipinos 

consumption of alcohol is minimal. On the other hand, other topics seemed to miss. 

A lot of the questions were difficult to answer or at least ambiguous. "What do you 

think are the three most serious diseases or health problems facing the world today?" 

Such a question might be useful for asking a politician, but for involvement and 

interest from an interviewee such general questions in an interview are not very 

useful.  
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Impossible to answer: Some questions were difficult to answer: "When was the 

first time you heard about AIDS?" Only a limited number of people might be able 

to answer such a question. And even if people might be able to give a useful answer 

to that question, what do we expect to do with it?  

 

An examination: Some of the questions greatly resembled each other and had a 

confusing effect. It gave the interviewees the feeling that they were facing an 

examination. The interest and motivation of the interviewees consequently 

diminishes. For what reason would we like to know all the subtleties: "Is there a risk 

of getting AIDS or the AIDS virus from any of the following activities?" A long list 

follows that question and there are sub questions such as: "Sexual intercourse with 

someone who has AIDS or the AIDS virus using a condom." "Sexual intercourse 

with someone who has AIDS or the AIDS virus without using a condom." "Sexual 

intercourse with someone you don't know well without using a condom." "Sexual 

intercourse with someone you don't know well using a condom." "Sexual 

intercourse with a prostitute without using a condom." "Sexual intercourse with a 

prostitute using a condom."  

 

Of course this is just a selection form the list, but one asks oneself: 

a.if such a long list contributes anything to the information that is really needed for 

the development of interventions;  

b.what will be done with the information produced by such a questionnaire - is it 

interesting to know that 60% thinks that sexual intercourse with a prostitute using a 

condom is risky?; 

c.and what the teaching effect of such a list may be, because it is our feeling that 

one learns from answering these questions that sexual intercourse with someone you 

know without a condom has no risk: but what about the Malaysian women who 

have sexual intercourse with their husbands who go across the border to Thailand 

to visit the sex-workers. 

 

Validity: And what about the questions asking for intimate private information? If 

these questions are asked in such a survey (and without building up a relationship 

of trust) the validity of the research will be limited. "How long is it since you last 

had sex?""Have you had sex with someone other than your wife/regular partner in 
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the last 12 months?" Or: "With how many different partners (other than your 

wife/regular partner) have you had sex in the last four weeks?" In Asia sexuality is 

a sensitive topic among middle class people and when there is a clear class 

difference between the interviewee and the interviewer, it is impossible to discuss. 

Our experience was that such information was more easily produced during the 

focus-group interviews than during the survey. 

 

In our analysis of the survey with the WHO questionnaire, we concluded that this 

methodology is not appropriate and that its structure makes it impossible to work in 

a participatory way. The first step is to discuss with the people concerned what they 

think is important in the research. The creation of the platform where community 

representatives, people from NGOs and researchers frequently meet is therefore 

very important. Of course, existing questionnaires can be tried out at this level and 

questions that seem useful may be retained. Serious consideration whether such 

surveys can provide us with the information that is needed is very important. A 

combination with other methods and triangulation is indispensable. 

 

 

 

The research plan 

 

Based on this experience a new research plan was developed. It is participatory by 

nature, which means that more time is taken to establish the organizational 

structures for such research. Building a relationship between NGOs and immigrant 

sex-workers, in so far as this has not yet been done, has the first priority. Continuing 

communication and exchange of ideas and insights is another. The immigrants and 

sex-workers need access to information to learn that protecting themselves against 

HIV-infection is worth considering as a priority in their survival strategies, while 

the NGOs and researchers have to understand that the way sex-workers, immigrants 

and others cope with reality is based on practical experience and cannot be easily 

changed. 

 

It became clear that doing HIV/AIDS research among immigrants and sex-workers 

might create an undesirable association between HIV/AIDS and immigrants or 
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HIV/AIDS and sex-workers, which could reinforce certain prejudices already 

existing among the dominant Malaysian population groups. It was therefore 

considered vital to also carry out research among Malaysians on stereotypical ideas 

about sexuality, immigrants, sex-workers and HIV/AIDS. In addition, some 

research on the clients of sex-workers was seen as an important aspect of the 

research programme. This is rather difficult, but not completely impossible: the 

buses full of male Malaysians that have to wait for two to three hours at the border 

with Thailand provide ample opportunities for interviews. The sex-workers know 

quite a lot about their clients and can provide this information. 

 

In some instances, the need of HIV-tests was expressed by researchers and NGOs. 

This may happen in due course, but only if the following conditions are guaranteed: 

1.A stable confidential relationship between the different partners in the research 

programme. 

2.Identification of reliable health-care personnel where information concerning 

HIV/AIDS is safe and who have an open attitude towards the issues of HIV/AIDS, 

sex-workers and immigrants. 

3.The need for HIV-tests is expressed by immigrants, sex-workers or other 

community members involved in the research programme. 

 

In order to achieve this, four research groups in Malaysia agreed to develop a 

participatory research programme in which all of them would try to cover one of the 

aspects.  

 

Sex-workers: There will be participatory research among sex-workers. As sex work 

is not allowed in Malaysia and possession of a few condoms can already be a reason 

for arrest by police officers, it is not easy to create the regular meeting platform for 

sex-workers, NGO people and researchers. The frequent contacts between 

Tenaganita and the sex-workers can help in this case. Some sex-workers will be 

contacted and will be asked which factors are important for their survival. Based on 

such exchanges of ideas, a simple list of data will be developed that can be recorded 

by a worker of Tenaganita on a daily basis. It has to be short and simple, because 

sex-workers do not carry anything with them, not even a pencil and paper. They buy 

new clothes every three days and throw away the old ones. They have no place to 
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sleep except the hotel where their clients take them. They have an average of four 

clients a day. At the end of each day someone from Tenaganita will collect the 

information that was agreed on (e.g. condom use, background of the client). 

 

In addition, some life histories of sex-workers are recorded to get in-depth 

information about social background, motives and daily difficulties in coping with 

reality. Some of these life histories will be with HIV-positive sex-workers or with 

those who already have AIDS. 

 

A third approach will be focus-group interviews with sex-workers on specific topics 

like strategies to bargain about condom use, possibilities of organization to be able 

to develop a universal approach. The aim of these activities is not the collection of 

data by outsiders for reasons of data collection itself, which is seen in conventional 

research, but empowerment of sex-workers through the collection and analysis of 

information by the people themselves. Body mapping and discussing popular 

posters and advertisement campaigns related to HIV/AIDS and sexuality will be 

used in the focus-group interviews to examine how sex-workers see themselves and 

understand the AIDS issue. 

 

Immigrants: Participatory research will be conducted among immigrants. The total 

number is estimated to be around 3 million; the population of Malaysia according 

to 1992 census is around 18 million. Most of the immigrants in Malaysia come from 

Indonesia (there are already an estimated 1.5 million Indonesian immigrants in 

Malaysia, including 230,000 illegal), from Bangladesh (250,000) and from the 

Philippines (there are an estimated 30,000 Philippine housemaids in Malaysia). 

Together with representatives from the immigrant population in different areas in 

the country (industrial areas like the West Coast, but also the plantations) the 

questionnaire will be improved and developed in such a way that the immigrants 

recognize their own problems. After that some immigrants will be trained to do the 

interviews. 

 

In addition, focus-group interviews will be held on topics such as coping with 

loneliness, sexual desires, ideas about condom use and HIV/AIDS risk. As 

immigrants are not allowed to develop relations with the Malaysian population (this 
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is discouraged by making marriages illegal and by not recognizing children that may 

result from such a relationship), many of the men are virtually forced to make use 

of sex-workers. In focus-group interviews this will be discussed. To examine their 

understanding of HIV/AIDS, focus-group discussions will be organized by using 

popular posters and advertisement campaigns related to HIV/AIDS and sexuality. 

 

Life histories of immigrants will be recorded. It is hoped that during the course of 

this research programme NGOs and researchers in the countries of origin can be 

involved in the research programme to follow what happens when immigrants 

return home. What happens for instance with the relations that existed before their 

departure to Malaysia? A special workshop will be organized to involve NGOs and 

researchers at a regional level. 

 

Malaysian society: A lot of research should be done on the way Malaysian society 

reacts to sex-workers and immigrants. This can be done by doing research on 

prejudices and stereotypes that exist. The best would be to do this also in a 

participatory way. One possibility could be to ask children in school to make a 

drawing of a Bangladeshi, an Indonesian or a Philippine immigrant, and to analyse 

this. It would be most appropriate to link this with an educational programme in 

schools. 

 

Another approach could be an analysis of how the newspapers are covering topics 

such as immigrants and on the other hand of HIV/AIDS. This analysis could be done 

together with journalists in a workshop on AIDS and Media (10). The result might 

be a more positive way of writing about these subjects. Some examples of this can 

be found in 'Altering the Image of AIDS' (11). It was also decided to carry out focus-

group interviews with teenagers and other members of the community by using 

popular posters and advertisement campaigns related to HIV/AIDS to examine their 

understanding of the topic, as communicated by the media. 

 

A third way to find out how the Malaysian society reacts to HIV/AIDS and to 

immigrants is to collect information as to how the health-care system is dealing with 

it. Do immigrants have easy access to the Malaysian health-care system? What 
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kinds of ideas do health-care personnel have about HIV/AIDS and about 

immigrants? 

 

A fourth approach will be to carry out research at meta-level: to find out more about 

legislation in Malaysia concerning immigrants and to understand the policies of the 

national and local governments, the labour unions and the employers. 

 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

It is hoped that within two to three years enough data will be collected to develop 

and improve successful interventions in which the participating interviewers will be 

educators and trainers, in order to give sex-workers better possibilities of protecting 

themselves by making it possible to bargain about condom use. To inform the 

Malaysian adolescent population about the risk of HIV/AIDS. To improve the 

situation of immigrants and to give them the possibility to protect themselves. But 

also: To understand the way migration and the policies of authorities play a role in 

the dissemination of HIV/AIDS. 

 

This cannot only be done through quantitative research methods, because 

percentages are insignificant if we do not understand the reasons for behaviour. 

Participatory methodology is essential to be sure that the research results have some 

impact. 
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3.5.THE ROLE OF PARTICIPATORY RESEARCH TO ENHANCE 
PATIENT ADHERENCE TO TUBERCULOSIS TREATMENT17 
 

 Hester van der Walt 

 

 

 

Research Team: Judy Dick (Tuberculosis Research Programme, Medical Research 

Council); Lies Hoogendoorn (Child Health Unit, University of Cape Town); 

Blanche Tobis (Western Cape Regional Services Council) and Hester van der Walt 

(Health System Division, Medical Research Council) 

 

The tuberculosis epidemic in South Africa continues despite the free availability of 

effective drugs. The highest incidence of the disease occurs among the coloured 

population
18

 in the Western Cape where the reported incidence rate of 700 per 

100,000 is the highest in the world. (Department of National Health and Population 

Development, 1992). One of the biggest concerns is that children are being infected 

by adults who are not completing their full treatment. It is a lengthy treatment which 

takes at least six months of daily supervised outpatient treatment. The treatment is 

given at a health centre, at school or at the patient's workplace. There are many 

theories on why patients fail to adhere to treatment. One assumption is that patients 

lack sufficient knowledge of their illness and the prescribed therapy. Health care 

providers have acted on this assumption by giving thorough instruction to patients. 

Yet studies have shown that knowledge of disease alone is not sufficient to 

accompany changes in lifestyle and behaviour. The type of patient education that is 

given at health centres is unsystematic, ritualistic and authoritarian. 

 

 
17

From: Proceedings of the 1993 International Symposium on Participatory 

Research in Health Promotion.  Liverpool School of Tropical Medicine 1994. 

18
The term used in the previous population registration for South Africa of mixed 

descent. 
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A typical tuberculosis (TB) clinic can be compared to a conveyor belt. It is very 

crowded; patients’ queue to get their pills and interaction between patient and nurse 

is minimal. A nurse said to me that patients do not speak, when she asks them 

something, they tend to answer in one syllable. The quiet patients, the desperate 

nurses who keep on telling patients what to do - this "culture of silence" (Freire, 

1972) which in many ways mirror the daily life situation of TB patient - can this be 

changed? 

 

This problem prompted a team of four to initiate a participatory research process in 

order to shed light on this situation from the point of view of the patient. The team 

consisted of two health educators, one of whom worked in the health service, and 

two nurse researchers with an interest in education. 

 

The aim of the research was to involve the care givers, i.e.: the nurses who are 

responsible for the treatment of TB patients, in a process of discovering how patients 

experience their disease. We assumed that this process would give the nurses an 

understanding of how to communicate with patients and how to best encourage 

patients to complete their treatment. 

 

 

 

Involving nurses in participatory research 

 

During March 1991 seven nurses who work in TB clinics of the Western Cape 

Regional Services Council attended a course on how to run focus-group discussions 

with TB patients. Emphasis was given to the importance of listening, being non-

judgemental and encouraging people to speak of their lives as TB patients. During 

the focus groups some of the nurses took off their epaulettes and asked people to 

call them by their first names in an effort to level with patients. The nurses were 

surprised and excited about the openness of the discussions. The patients talked 

about their feelings; how lonely they were because they felt stigmatised by their 

disease. They had low self-esteem, and many were depressed. some had lost their 

jobs. They were concerned about infecting their relatives and friends. They also 

spoke about the difficulty of continuing with the long-term treatment. After two 
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months you feel healthy and then it is a burden to go to the clinic every day. It was 

clear that there was a high awareness of TB in the community, the disease was 

stigmatised. 

 

 

 

Development of a communication tool 
 

The health education pamphlets that were available in the health centres dealt with 

the biological spread of the disease. Symptoms of the disease were given in some 

detail. There was no attempt to advise patients on how to cope with the stress of 

stigma. We decided to develop a patient communication tool based on the life 

experiences of patients. It had to portray the tough realities of life with tuberculosis 

and the dignity of patients who struggle to overcome the illness. 

 

One of the patients who had been in a focus group and who had completed her 

treatment agreed to share her experiences with us. She spoke at length about her 

illness and gave us permission to use the material as the basis of a photo novel. 

These novels are popular with the target group. The models for the photographs 

were recruited from the staff and clients at one of the TB clinics. the pictures were 

taken in the clinic and at a client's house where community members participated 

enthusiastically in the "shoot". 

 

The photo novel was pretested in focus groups with TB patients. The booklet 

seemed to evoke active participation from patients. Their response was very positive 

and enthusiastic. Many said: "it could have been my life ... this is how I feel". 

Patients identified with the novel. The text was in colloquial Afrikaans which is the 

language used in the community. The feedback convinced us that the novel fulfilled 

a felt need because it recognised the feeling and the fears of TB patients and it could 

be used as a means to support and encourage patients to adhere to their treatment. 

But we felt that the booklet on its own was not sufficient. 
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We were afraid of turning the booklet into a technical solution for a complex 

problem. One way to overcome this danger was to hand the booklet to the patient 

during a client-centred interview. 

 

 

 

Nurse-patient interaction 

 

Research has shown that interpersonal communication between health professional 

and patient plays an important role in effective health care (Arntson, 1985 & 

Greenfield). Patient satisfaction with this communication has been directly linked 

to treatment adherence (Becker, 1980). During 1989 the Cape Town City Council 

health department introduced an interview between the newly notified tuberculosis 

patient and the nurse at the clinic. The aim of the interview was to establish rapport 

between the patient and the nurse, to exchange information and to individualise the 

care according to the patient's needs. The University of Cape Town Professional 

Communication Unit (PCU) and the Medical Research Council a collaborative 

conducted research into the quality of the interactions between nurses and patients 

at the clinic. 

 

The nurses were assessed as being expressive and showing an ability to transfer 

information. The areas rated as needing most attention were their receptiveness to 

the patient, their ability to confirm the patient, to allow for a distribution of control 

and to establish congruence of perception in the interview. The assessment was 

followed by an intervention during which the nurses went through an intensive 

training programme by PCU. When assessed after the training their interviews 

demonstrated a shift towards a patient-centred approach. 

 

 

 

Evaluation of photo novel and patient-centred interview 

 

A controlled intervention study was done in two adjacent City Council clinics of the 

Mitchells Plain area of the Cape Town. The aim of the study was to assess whether 
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the strategy of a patient centred interview combined with the issuing of the photo 

novel would have an effect of increasing the notified pulmonary tuberculosis 

patients' adherence to prescribed therapy. the results showed that the intervention 

group of patients benefitted significantly from the health education programme: 

there was a 95% mean compliance as opposed to the 83% mean compliance in the 

control clinic (Dick, 1991). This study was not participatory research and will not 

be discussed here, but it is interesting to note that work that has been developed 

through participatory research has been shown to be effective. 

 

 

 

Discussion 

 

Participatory research is an effective method for involving those who have to 

implement the findings of research. Nurses were keen to use the booklet because 

their colleagues have participated in the planning, information gathering and 

pretesting of the material. They showed a sense of ownership and pride. This was 

the nurses' first exposure to participatory research. They have been sensitised to their 

"routine" interaction with patients and the process has enabled them to change from 

an advice-giving role to a more receptive, listening mode. 

 

The patients who have participated in the focus groups have had the new experience 

of being listened to, to share their feelings and experiences and in this way may have 

gained in self-esteem. Patients identified strongly with the story and the actors; they 

have often described it as "real" and "true". some have asked for copies of the 

booklet to show to their relatives. The process seems to have enhanced adherence 

to treatment. 

 

The iterative (or cyclical) nature of participatory research leads to a cycle of creative 

questioning of present practice, enquiry, discovery and implementation of new 

ideas. The involvement of health carers in this process provides them with a sense 

of stimulation. This is particularly true in a tuberculosis clinic which staff associate 

with boring and depressing routine work. Ongoing participatory research with 
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nurses now focus on coping mechanisms and peer support for nurses who work 

under stressful conditions. 

 

There is a strong tendency among health care managers to grasp at solutions. Why 

not translate the booklet into a few other south African languages if it is so 

successful? We have had to argue strongly against such calls. The strength of this 

work lies in the process of its development. We have started a few new participatory 

research initiatives to look at the problems that Xhosa speaking tuberculosis patients 

experience. This time we are collaborating with lay community health workers and 

we think that the eventual intervention will probably be very different. 
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3.6.ACTION RESEARCH IN HAITI: TRAINING AND INITIAL 
EXPERIENCES19 
 

 Jacques Pierre and Frantz Grandoit 

 

 

 

Throughout the history of Haiti, peasants isolated in the mountains or cultivating 

the less fertile land in the plains have produced the country's food supply. This has 

been a heavy responsibility for them, because the relation of people to land (at 

present approximately 6 million people live on 27,000 km
2
) has resulted in over-

exploitation of the land, thereby reducing the possibility of rational technical 

improvement. Peasants produce in order to survive, cultivating maize on slopes of 

more than 30%. This situation is aggravated by the lack of capital, a system of 

commercialisation for the almost exclusive benefit of the middlemen, feeble 

institutional support, and a peasant organization which still has a long way to go. 

 

 

 

Islets of development as a response to these problems 

 

In the face of this situation, a strategy called "Islets of Development" has been 

designed and implemented to resolve the problems identified. 

The Islet of Development is a micro-regional project intended to promote a process 

of self-sufficient development through the concentration of activities in a 

geographically circumscribed area, which should be extended progressively starting 

from the initial core of intervention. 

The objectives of the project are as follows: 

-Improvement of the farming systems. 

-Community control of the production process and socio-cultural life. 

 
19

From: O. Fals Borda a.o.: Investigacion Participativa y Praxis Rural - Nuevos 

conceptos en educacion y desarrollo comunal. Lima 1980. 
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In order to attain these objectives, a certain number of instruments are used, 

including the Action Research Method. 

 

 

 

Background 

 

The first Islets of Development, established in 1974, were still at the stage of 

implantation in 1976. The STID, which is responsible for the direction of the 

project, has worked together with the District Agronomists in tackling the problems 

posed by the initiation of the Project, the recruitment of technical staff, and the 

programming in the Islets. In doing so it has drawn up a baseline document entitled: 

National Islets of Development Action Plan. 

The lack of planning was the determinate element for the introduction of the Action 

Research. At first, the working programmes of the Islets of Development were 

elaborated in the Central Office of the Department of Agriculture with very little 

participation by the technical field staff or by the residents themselves. Even if 

elaborated, these working programmes could not be implemented satisfactorily. 

The initial planning attempt in March 1977 had very little result because the field 

staff and the peasants were not sufficiently motivated; however, it did make it 

possible to modify the strategy and to arrive at the concept of Action Research. 

A workshop was organised in three cycles within the Islets of Development Project, 

for the technical field staff, the peasants, the extension supervisors of the 

Agricultural Districts, and members of the STID. 
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What is action research? 

 

It is a working method which draws on a theoretical framework illustrating the 

relations of dependence between the central countries (the developed countries) and 

those on the periphery (the underdeveloped countries). These relations of 

dependence can also be found within each peripheral country, between the city and 

the countryside. 

Action Research is also a working technique which provides a series of instruments 

that help to understand the realities of the rural communities through the processing 

of collected data and setting up an educational programme of action. The types of 

instruments include the field diary, discovery card, research circle, etc. Action 

Research is a working method for development agents, technicians, cultivators, and 

all those engaged all their lives in productive activities. It is a working method which 

tries to change the community. It is necessary to know beforehand which elements 

shape the community and how it functions: 

 

 

-Agriculture 

-Stockbreeding 

-Commercialization 

-Customs 

-Population 

-Handicrafts 

-Health 

-Education 

-Beliefs 

-Family 

-Organization 

-Services 

-Recreation 

-Folklore 

 

 

Attention should be focused especially on studying the production process, by 

analysing the social relations of production and identifying the social groups that 

are linked through common interests. 

There are two types of relations in a community between individuals and groups: 

subjective and objective. 

Subjective relations are relations of friendship and other emotions, while objective 

relations are relations of production which create social groups linked by common 

interests. 











 
 

 

162 

 

necessary for all members of staff who work in the Islets to receive training in 

Action Research. This training is provided in the Workshops. 

 

 

 

The concept of a workshop 

 

It is an educational event aimed at the production of practical orientations. Each 

participant in the Workshop is a worker with knowledge and experience, with the 

obligation to put them at the disposal of the other participants. 

A characteristic of the Workshop is that all work is team work; there is no individual 

production. Each work team has the task of conducting an inquiry on participation 

in the work of the peasants, the research circles, the cultural circles, the outlines for 

educational programmes, etc., and to produce methodological schemes, results of 

inquiries, proceedings of the research circles, discovery cards, teaching material, 

etc. 

There are no authoritative pronouncements in the Workshop; those in charge 

provide certain guidelines which the participants are free to accept or reject if they 

have valid reasons for doing so. 

The Workshop demands the total participation of the members in the educational 

event. It allows the exchange of ideas between the participants and avoids 

authoritative and teacher-pupil relations. All the members of the Workshop are 

equal and have the same rights. The Workshop is also characterised by self-

management, self-discipline, and self-evaluation. It is a practical method to 

approaching adult education. 

 

 

 

Functioning of a workshop within the Islets of Development Project 
 

The functioning of a Workshop is not an easy matter; during the first start of the 

educational experience, a certain resistance may be observed on the part of the 

participants, who are not very accustomed to working in a team and to developing 

a presentation together with the discussion leader on the basis of their own 
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experiences. They are more disposed to listen to the discussion leader and to take 

notes instead of engaging in discussion. It is a legacy of the school system. The 

Workshop is intended to solve this problem and to break the routine. Another aspect 

is that the participants are involved in the rural environment. They have to 

experience the problems of the community during their stay in that environment. 

As far as the functioning of the Workshop is concerned, there are two points which 

should be mentioned: 

1.Organizational aspect. 

2.Educational aspect. 

 

 

 

Organizational aspect 
 

The Workshop is also a workshop in self-management. Specialised committees are 

set up in relation to the fields of activities which exist in an educational event. 

Each committee of the Workshop defines its functions and distributes the 

responsibilities among the members of the committee. No committees are superior 

to others, nor does any of them enjoy extra privileges. There are just specialised 

committees. 

The working groups are organised to carry out the activities of each stage of the 

method, by producing certain techniques, educational instruments, etc. The 

management committees, like the working groups, elect a coordinator and a 

secretary. It should be noted that members of the same committee may be found in 

various working groups. This procedure makes it possible to eliminate the formation 

of dominant groups and increases the opportunities for contact between the 

participants. 

The duration of the Workshop on Action Research ranges from 8 to 15 days, with a 

programme of approx. 12 hours a day. As the method consists of three main blocks, 

it is possible to spend 15 days on the first block, 8 on the second, and 8 on the third. 

The participants in the Workshop are technical staff and peasants. Generally, the 

number varies between 36 and 40 participants. The ratio of technical staff to 

peasants is 6 to 1. The peasants have to overcome their shyness in order to take part 

in the working groups and plenary meetings. The technical staff may come from 
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different places to take part in the Workshop, but the idea of the project is that the 

peasants come from the region where the action is being conducted. The role of the 

peasants in the Workshop is not just to learn the method at the same time as the 

technical staff, but also to tell the participants about the actual situation in their 

region. 

It should be pointed out that the participants in a Workshop on Action Research live 

in the rural community where the Workshop is held. The accommodation quarters 

(e.g. health centres) are often linked to the work rooms (Church, social centre). This 

physical arrangement facilitates contacts, meetings and discussions among the 

participants outside the fixed working hours as well. This concentration is also a 

way of preventing delays. 

Moreover, everything is arranged on the spot to facilitate the production of a 

document at the end of the experience: an editorial committee to compile the work 

of the groups and to revise it, and a secretariat with its equipment and typing 

facilities. 

 

 

 

Educational aspect 
 

The educational aspect of the Workshop is guaranteed by the educational 

committee. The theoretical and practical guidelines are prepared by those entrusted 

with this task during the holding of the workshop, with the appropriate educational 

material arranged beforehand. The participants, the community with its problems, 

are the elements to be taken into account in the preparation of these guidelines. 

Consideration of the facts of life of the surroundings in the preparation of 

presentations for the Workshop is a sine qua non for the development of the 

educational activity. However, before the educational experience actually begins, 

those in charge ensure that there is a detailed plan of what they intend to offer the 

participants. During the Workshop course, the educational committee makes 

suggestions which are discussed or modified by the participants. All participants put 

in their experience. It is not a question of reaching conclusions, but of arriving at 

decisions which will change the attitudes and actions of the participants. 
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The community in which the action is organised serves as the Workshop laboratory. 

The members of the Workshop participate with the peasants of the region in their 

activities of production, and they learn how the peasants perceive the problems that 

exist in their community. This information collected during individual participation 

in the work of the community makes it possible to organise research circles and to 

guide their educational process right up to the completion and final evaluation of 

the projects. 

It should be noted, however, that the contacts with the community are of a 

superficial kind because two or three visits to a locality are not sufficient for a full 

understanding of its problems. 

A member of the coordinating team takes part in the discussions in each working 

group at the same level as the other members of the group. His role is not to polarise 

the discussions, but to facilitate them, thereby permanently supporting the group 

instead of leaving it up to its own devices. 

The main problems posed by the functioning of the Workshop within the Islets of 

Development project can be summed up as follows: 

 

1.Resistance of the participants to team work and to the participatory method. 

2.The inadequate functioning of certain management committees. 

3.Excessively long working days, resulting in mental weariness of the participants. 

4.Highly superficial contacts with the community where the action is held. 

5.Too many participants in the Workshop, making it difficult to draw in effectively 

all those who are involved in the educational experience. 

6.A lack of proportion between the number of technical staff and the number of 

peasants. 

The problems encountered were analysed in the first Workshops, organised in 

Desarmes (11/77) and in Bongnotte (June, July and August 1978). 

 

 

 

Summary of the results obtained with action research in the Islets of 
Development Project 
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In June 1979, more than a year after the realisation of the Workshop with the 

technical staff of the Islets on Action Programming, the project organised another 

Workshop with the same participants to evaluate the results obtained in the 

application of the method. 

Numerous examples of specific applications of Action Research techniques and 

methods were discussed in this evaluation Workshop. Some Islets, especially 

Desarmes, made an effort to use the field diary systematically, but no Islet made use 

of discovery cards to record the information collected in that way, nor the comments 

that were made. The technical staff and peasants of various Islets effectively held 

research circles to gain a better picture of how the peasants view some problems. 

The experience with research circles in Desarmes on the issue of farm work revealed 

that some peasants were familiar with animal traction which was practised in the 

Central Plateau, a region connected with Desarmes by a very poor road. Cultural 

circles were also organised in the Islets, but without being the product of a process 

of theorisation and systematic elaboration of an educational programme. It would 

appear that these circles were the product of a minimal analysis which failed to 

consider the complex set of problems in the Islet or the relation between the different 

problems. To sum up, the normal, progressive stages were not followed; and this 

has limited the results to the attainment of highly specific goals, sometimes 

determined beforehand. 

These considerations do not mean that the method has not been used in the Islets, 

nor that it has failed to produce positive results. Besides certain specific 

achievements such as the training of two groups of peasants in Desarmes by 

peasants from Croix-Fer in the technique of cultivation by animal traction, and the 

granting of a loan to one of these groups to purchase a plough and a pair of oxen, 

the influence of Action Research can be seen in all the Islets in the way in which the 

technical staff tackle a problem and also in the reactions of the peasants. This is an 

approach which respects the peasants and encourages them to formulate their own 

solutions to the problems facing them. In this sense, the technical staff and peasants 

trained in Action Research have been faithful to the fundamental objective of the 

method and to one of the general objectives of the Islets Project: control by the 

peasants of the production process (before, during, and afterwards) and of their 

socio-cultural lives. 
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Another specific example of the application of Action Research can be mentioned, 

which was widely discussed in the evaluation Workshop. In the Islet of Croix-Fer, 

the peasants had been frustrated for a long time by the disagreement between the 

institutions in the area and the consequent slow pace of their supportive activities. 

They therefore decided to unite the various peasant organizations in the zone in an 

Islet Committee. As a result of the strength of this Committee, the peasants managed 

to get things done from the support institutions. They have thus been able to witness 

the culmination of the studies in progress to draw irrigation water from a river, as 

well as the signing of a contract to finance these works and the first stages of their 

implementation. A final example is the way in which the peasants of the Islets 

openly criticised the Department of Agriculture when the inputs distributed in the 

Islets did not meet their requirements or created additional problems. 

 

 

 

Impact outside the Islets Project 
 

Right from the start of the training of Islets Project personnel in the technique of 

Action Research, there was a willingness to invite a limited number of technical 

staff from other areas who could be interested in the work. The First Workshop 

(Desarmes, 11/77) included participation by five agricultural extension supervisors, 

who were not very involved in the Islets Project, a facilitator-agricultural expert who 

supports peasant groups in Papaye, Central Plateau, and three technical staff 

representing other public institutions. However, not all of those invited took 

advantage of this training. For this reason and taking into account the educational 

problem caused by working with a very large group, the second and third 

Workshops on Action Research for the Islets technical staff were held with a more 

limited number of participants. 

Two of those invited who were not members of the Islets Project organised a 

training course for twenty new peasant facilitators, four of them from the Islets 

Project. This training course was based on the Action Research method. Other 

additional guests might have carried out valuable experiences thanks to Action 

Research, but there is a danger of training isolated technical staff in the method. Left 

up to themselves, without any regular contact with other technical staff who are 
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applying Action Research, there is a risk that the method may be interpreted and 

applied in the wrong way. The project preferred to minimise this risk, at least at first, 

by trying to invite them to its Workshops in order to exchange views and 

experiences of Action Research on a regular basis. 

 

 

 

Summary of the obstacles and circumstances which are unfavourable to the 
application of the Action Research method 

 

During the evaluation Workshop on Action Research held in Desarmes in June 

1979, various obstacles and unfavourable circumstances which had been 

encountered in the application of the method in the Islets and in other zones were 

studied. 

 

 

 

Team work 

 

In general, the technical staff of the Islets were not accustomed to team work. It 

requires a psychological disposition, a confidence in the value of what one is doing, 

and a degree of flexibility in the principles and methods of work. Moreover, the 

various technical staff should share the same objectives, which is not always 

obvious, given the different institutions represented in an Islet. Also, there were no 

functional coordinating mechanisms at the level of the Islets, which could have 

facilitated team work. At the time when the method of Action Research was 

introduced into the Islets, it was possible to note, in examining the experiences in 

the application of Action Research, that the stages most frequently omitted by the 

technical staff who undertake specific activities are those which require team work. 

A discovery card, for example, should be filled in by two or more people who reflect 

together on what one of them has observed; otherwise, the analysis and historical 

perspective provided by the contributions of the different members of a group will 

be lacking. Furthermore, the work of systematisation and theorisation which 

precedes the development of an educational programme must be carried out by a 
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team. These stages have been almost completely ignored by the technical staff in 

the Islets. 

It is therefore important to accustom the technical staff in the Islets to work as a 

team and with a certain sense of discipline. The Action Research method to promote 

and consolidate peasant groups can only be applied by coordinators, technical staff 

and peasants who have themselves decided to work in a group. 

 

 

 

Level of training of the technical staff 
 

When one is familiar with Action Research, it is obvious that its complete 

application demands a relatively developed level of training in its methodology on 

the part of the group which is to apply it. Once again, it is a question of the team 

concept. Given that it is a group of persons that guides the different stages of Action 

Research, the composition of the group should be such that the group does not 

disintegrate at the different stages of conception and reflection during the 

application of the method. For example, understanding a commercialisation 

network and the relations between its "protagonists" and the granting of loans for 

production demands a certain analytical ability. This is all the more true if it is a 

question of understanding a system of seed supply which relies on people and 

knowledge which exceed the limits of the immediate area of the Islet; the Action 

Research team must be composed of individuals who know the local situation in 

every detail. The peasants and technical staff who take part in peasant work should 

include one or more persons with a higher level of training. 

To date, none of the members of the technical field team in the Islets has the 

necessary training to carry out this kind of analysis and reflection. In view of this 

situation, the project is trying to incorporate all of the human resources locally 

available in the Action Research teams to reinforce the technical staff of the Islets 

with new persons who are already involved in the application of the method. 

 

 

Capacity of the peasants to participate in the application of Action Research 
and to apply it 
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Given that the Project considers the technical aid to the Islets as a tentative solution, 

in the hope that the local peasant organizations will be able to take over, the Action 

Research method has to be practised by the peasants themselves. It will be no easy 

task to achieve this objective in the Islets, where the illiteracy rate is around 77%. 

However, peasants have been included in training activities for Action Research and 

in specific Action Research activities which are taking place in the Islets. There is 

no difficulty as regards the initial interest in taking part in such activities nor in 

getting to grips with their situation in a critical way. The real obstacles are situated 

at the level of the training of the peasants to accomplish certain stages of the method 

and in finding peasants sufficiently unconcerned about "wasting time" in the 

disciplined work of applying the method. 

It is appropriate to note on this last point that it will never be possible for the peasants 

to take over Action Research unless they see that it represents a viable interest for 

them, the very key to their development. If they do no more than solving isolated 

problems at the level of each group, without extending the strategic groups and the 

educational work to an ever-growing number of peasants who understand the reality 

of their situation, the method will not have achieved its objective. 

 

 

 

Complexity and demands of the method 

 

The method is not simple. It demands the presence of a team of technical staff and 

peasants with certain capacities. We have already referred to the need for conceptual 

and analytic contributions by those with a relatively advanced level of training. It is 

also a question of imagination and skill in the preparation of audio-visual materials, 

theatre sketches and other aids that serve as the codes in the method. This does not 

necessarily call for special talents, but a certain degree of training and practice is 

necessary. In fact, this applies to each aspect of the method. 

The fact that the method is not easy to master should not discourage. It is 

understandable that both technical staff and peasants display a certain resistance to 

its application as a whole. All the same, they must realise that Action Research can 

only be learned by trying to apply it, and that it will not be able to determine the 
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changes required in order to tailor in the method better to suit the situation in Haiti, 

unless specific proposals are formulated on the basis of practice in conjunction with 

the peasants. 

 

 

 
Prospects for Action Research in Haiti 
 

So far, the field technical staff seem to have decided to adopt Action Research as a 

basic method for all of the technical staff in Islets of Development Project. 

Furthermore, as mentioned above, certain technical staff who work outside the Islets 

have received training and have begun to apply the method enthusiastically in their 

own zones. The most recent proof was a workshop held in February 1980 for the 

new technical staff of the Islets Project. It was feared that some of them, especially 

the young agronomists, might find Action Research a cumbersome way of arriving 

at the production and productivity results that they hoped to achieve; but this proved 

not to be the case. After a week's work, some of the agronomists expressed their 

determination to request the introduction of this type of training in the Faculty of 

Agronomy. 
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4. STRATEGIC RESEARCH AND DONOR POLICY 

 

 Sjoukje Volbeda 

 

 

This chapter will discuss the relationship between Dutch donor policy and strategic 

research. As the needs of end users of research results plays a crucial role in this 

policy, attention is paid to possibilities of realizing such a policy. 

 

 

 

4.1. Donor Policy and Research for Development 

The DGIS-policy document "A world of difference" states in section 10.6: "At a 

time when the importance of scientific knowledge for economic, technological and 

social development is growing, developing countries should have their own research 

capacities. As a counterbalance to a northern scientific community with worldwide 

pretensions, the South needs to be asking its own questions and developing and 

using its own scientific know-how." (p.310) In similar words other donors phrase 

the same idea and invest in programmes for capacity building in research: the 

Canadian IDRC, the Swedish SAREC, the Danish DANIDA (through its ENRECA-

programme) to name but a few.  

 

Point of departure for DGIS is that these interventions are geared to economic 

development and self-reliance, alleviation of poverty, environmental management 

and improvement of the position of women (DGIS June 1992, par. 4.1.1). In brief, 

I shall refer to this as "research for development". This implies investment in 

knowledge and funding of research that can be used to raise our understanding of 

problems of society. Indeed we often lack much needed data for the design and 

implementation of interventions. Research is needed on the type of changes in 

society (qualitative data), on the magnitude (quantitative data) and on the orientation 

or direction of its dynamics (analysis and projective data or f.i. selection of options). 

 

Internationally the trend has been set in the field of funding research for develop-

ment towards programme financing, and there are two factors at hand that reinforce 
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each other. One is the continuing emancipation of developing countries in terms of 

management and decision making. Research is no exception, although we should 

not have any romantic ideas about it. As Tedesco states in his foreword to Brunner's 

study on strengthening the foundation for research in Latin America (1991): the 

importance of science, technology, information, creativity etc. in development stra-

tegies "is plain to see in the developed countries, but is, as yet, only a hope in 

developing countries. Except for some rhetoric in some political speeches, there is 

nothing to suggest that such factors are viewed as having priority or that such a 

priority is being translated into concrete policy decisions." On the other hand there 

are cutbacks in donor funds by our parliaments and we all face the same problem of 

how to do more with less funds and less staff. Both developments point in the same 

direction of programme funding instead of project funding. As will be shown in the 

next section, this shift is not an easy one and requires a special method of "long 

distance remote control". Moreover, strategic research is accompanied with certain 

specific characteristics, intrinsic to this line of research funding. 

 

 

 

4.2.Funding of Strategic Research and the DGIS Bilateral Strategic Research Pro-

grammes 

Along with for instance IDRC, DGIS has chosen to complement its already existing 

programmes for capacity building - through twinning of research institutions (like 

the ENRECA programme of DANIDA) - and for sectoral research - usually linked 

to bilateral or multilateral aid programmes - with a funding channel for bilateral, 

multi-annual, multidisciplinary local research programmes. This programme on 

strategic research requires a new line of funding, as it has an expected lifetime of 

some 10 to 15 years and it invokes a process-oriented type of funding through 

networks rather than a blueprint type of project cycle through one implementing 

organization. 

 

Why is it important to go for programme funding and for a process approach in the 

funding of strategic research programmes? If we wanted to support science as such, 

merely from the point of view of strengthening the capacity, we would for instance 

have increased the possibilities for research at universities (which was done by the 
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way, in developing countries as well as in the Netherlands). If we had chosen to 

support the practitioners, we should have increased the options for direct project-

related research. If the strengthening of the government had been the priority, the 

funding of governmental research institutes would have been on the agenda. Instead 

the choice has been on investment in research for development to combat poverty 

in a triangle involving science, policy and praxis: giving way to the notion of a 

"responsive government" (Van Cranenburg, 1994) and of "participatory 

development". These terms refer to the idea that good governance indicates a state 

that somehow incorporates and certainly does not exclude influence from its citizens 

in such a way that there is room for constant improvement of its interventions, based 

on the real experiences of those who are governed. This is an extension of the 

interpretation of good governance in terms of transparency and accountability, 

mostly of its finances. It also indicates, or should one say advocates, active 

participation in development. As Eylers and Sülzer (1992) point out, this requires 

donors to work with a much more flexible approach and through "institutional 

pluralism".  

 

 

 

Interaction between various actors 

 

As far as the funding of research for development by DGIS is concerned, the concept 

of user networks has been introduced. These networks are to play an active role 

throughout the whole strategic research programme. It is a way in which interaction 

between scientists, policy makers of government and of non-governmental 

organizations and practitioners is enhanced. This was based on the idea of user 

workshops as they are organised to advise the National Research Initiative 

Competitive Grants Program (US Dept. of Agriculture) on research priorities and 

on similar systems of priority setting of strategic research in the Netherlands. In 

general though, only very highly skilled professionals, who understand the concept 

of research as such, are invited to such workshops. When this cannot be the case, it 

is very important to have meetings prepared and accompanied by staff specialized 

in participatory working methods. It has to be stressed here that in this initial phase 

visions may diverge substantially as the workshop is meant as a preparation for the 
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selection of different options. A too early consensus would indicate that too few 

actors of different backgrounds are involved in the process. Generally this means 

that this will have to be repaired later on one way or another. The point is that in 

order to gear research towards processes of change in society and towards what are 

felt to be the most urgent problems to which research may contribute, a broad 

selection of actors has to be involved. Which actors and which persons, or more 

specifically, who should be invited to participate in the constitution of a strategic 

research programme in a given country is a delicate process in which profound 

knowledge of the region is essential. On the one hand a 'false' start will not easily 

be corrected and on the other hand choices and organizational forms are best when 

attuned to a particular situation. Striking differences in the implementation of these 

programmes can already be seen between the various countries (evaluation meeting 

Zeist 22 Nov. 1993). Because virtually none of the programmes has evolved beyond 

the formulation phase, reflections on this type of programme are given below with 

reference to earlier experiences elsewhere. 

 

The lessons learned from these earlier experiences is that this type of research 

funding is a flexible and relatively fast way of responding to the perceived societal 

need or scientific relevance: cost-effective; that it works as a cohesive between 

research and others involved, increasing the priority setting of research, bridging 

between basic research and applied research. On the negative side the lesson is that 

it is very difficult to make significant and lasting changes in the regular organization 

and funding of scientific research other than through special programmes, which is 

obvious. It is noteworthy to remark that the number of questions posed by 

government policymakers is inexhaustible, almost per definition, and that there is 

no way of accommodating this. So, it is of interest to all to clarify the possible 

choices and to be aware that too strong a liaison with policy making results in a 

dominance of short-term goals, while on the other hand a liaison with strong 

ideological motives puts the generation of scientifically based evidence under 

pressure. Therefore, well-defined mechanisms of quality control and of relevancy 

are most important and best defined in a dialogue with a broad selection of users. In 

order to avoid the serious error of a political agenda being seen as a research agenda, 

it should be clearly borne in mind what functions of research are chosen and for 
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what reason. In other words, only when the objectives of a programme are being 

spelled out, can relevancy be operationalized, and priorities be set. 

 

 

 

The model 
 

In order to make strategic research programmes possible for DGIS funding an 

orientation phase is added to precede the standard project cycle. A standard DGIS-

project cycle has four phases: a formulation phase, an implementation phase, an 

evaluation phase and a finalization phase. Moreover the blueprint strategy has given 

way to a process approach: as far as participation of all actors involved is taken 

seriously, only the point of departure is initially clarified, not the outcome of the 

process. Of course this creates additional problems for the financial budgeting of 

the programme still to be resolved. Also, a possible output has to be defined in order 

to ensure that later evaluations are realistically based on performance indicators. 

From the donor point of view this phasing is very sensible, but it definitely lacks 

logic from a researcher's point of view. Research has its own cycle, which is a little 

more elaborate:  

-generation of the research question(s) (from whatever source); in the case of a 

programme it is called the agending or signalling; 

-programming of the research (internal organization, scientific and societal 

responsibility, institutional integration, funding etc.); 

- review; 

- organization of the implementation; 

- output of research results; 

- dissemination and; 

- evaluation. 

 

 

 

Programming and review phases 
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I would not wish to imply that this activity is not important, on the contrary. 

However, the subject is not documented here, because there is a large body of 

literature and it is too specialized and too wide to cover in this reader. Different 

models are applicable, and the forms chosen should be more or less compatible with 

what is scientifically accurate and culturally acceptable in a particular situation. The 

same goes for the programming of the research. 

 

 

 

Phase of dissemination 

 

In this context the importance of organizing the phase of dissemination is stressed. 

DGIS has incorporated this, and the dissemination of the research results will be 

included in the funding of a strategic research programme. Confronting practitioners 

and policy makers (on different levels, relevant to the chosen subject) and practice 

(in different and appropriate ways) with the research results should in our view be 

part and parcel of each programme. Generally speaking this is not the case and until 

recently the dissemination of research results outside the sphere of fellow scientists 

- and the costs related to its organization - were not included in the funding practices 

of research. Due to this practice, until today the main users of research results are 

other scientists. Of course this will always be important. But here we want to stress 

the need to look beyond that. In strategic research programmes good research is 

research where the results somehow find their way to end-users, also outside the 

sphere of fellow scientists.  

 

 

 

Phase of evaluation 

 

The phase of evaluation is usually mentioned as the last phase, but this should not 

imply that thought is given to the subject only as an afterthought. On the contrary, 

evaluation has to be built in from the very beginning, especially in the case of this 

type of programme that is run under the responsibility of local organizations. It 

should be designed in such a way that it is not an instrument to be (mis)used for 
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ending a project or programme but should constantly generate performance 

indicators to be interpreted by local managers as well as by the donor agency to help 

them run the programme efficiently. In this sense evaluation is a technique much 

needed to allow a flexible response to changing situations. When speaking of 

process approaches in programme funding knowledge of and application of such 

techniques are indispensable. Nevertheless, it seems to be a subject too large to 

cover in this publication. 
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Phase of agending 

 

Back to the first phase of the agending. It requires a great deal of attention in the 

case of strategic research programmes and may be explained in four parts: 

1) The design. 

2) Analysis of the options. 

3) Weighing up the options. 

4) Dissemination of results.  

The design is the very first stage where the donor inevitably plays an important role 

in dreaming up the terms of reference, in assembling the information needed, in 

giving a first, preliminary organizational structure, contracting experts as consul-

tants, tracking down key persons to be involved and defining the initial situation. 

Goals of the phase of agending are rather complicated as they involve (1) finding 

out what are the long-term perspectives of various research areas technologically as 

well as from a socio-economic point of view. These areas compete for resources; 

(2) identifying relevant research themes, ripe for exploration in strategic and applied 

research, within the general context of all DGIS activities, that is, to combat poverty 

and (3) assessing the infrastructural needs to undertake the research as well as to 

disseminate the results effectively. These themes are to be explored in position 

papers in preparation of the user workshop. Evidence of earlier experience shows 

that the selection of authors and of participants is yet another problem because (1) 

experts tend to be intrinsically conservative and are ill-equipped to foresee or even 

recognise radical breakthroughs in science and technology, (2) people lack 

imagination to see new applications of science and technology (it may be useful to 

invite journalists and futurists), (3) over optimism of scientists concerning the use 

of research results as they do not pay sufficient attention to either institutional or 

social constraints and (4) underestimation of the speed of development of new 

terrains of science and technology. Ways of dealing with these problems are to 

combine formal working methods, like structured discussions and Delphi rounds, 

with informal ways of seeking information, as in peer interviews. Qualitative 

information should be gathered in addition to quantifiable data.  

It is already here at the very start that certain dilemmas arise. For instance, the 

domination of science push versus demand pull factors in the determination of a 

research agenda. In other words supply driven research versus demand drivenness. 
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This dilemma is later called the Ganuza dilemma (DGIS 1992). There is also the 

dilemma of working in a top down or rather in a bottom up approach. The main 

question is to what extent a platform for interaction between the identified actors 

can be found or how effectively and independently an intermediate organization is 

able to organise such interaction. Thirdly, there is the matter of ownership of the 

creation of such a strategic research programme. Is it solely in the hands of the 

donor(s), the intermediate organization or do the actors involved take some 

responsibility? There is no real solution to these dilemmas, and it is important to be 

aware of the decisions to be made in this respect from the very first steps. 

Acceptance of and consensus on the objectives of the programme and the functions 

of research will prove to be the only guidance. 

 

In these circumstances a research agenda with a broad societal platform is set by the 

locally organised user workshop in which three types of actor participate (scientists, 

policy makers and practitioners from governmental and non-governmental 

organizations). The fourth group of actors, the private sector, in developing 

countries widely known to have very opposite interests, has not been incorporated 

so far, so as not to disturb an already very difficult process. Our initial experiences 

showed that the actors involved are not used to working together in an open setting 

and that with ill-chosen participants or working methods hostility may easily 

prevent a process of consensus on priorization from taking place at all. On the other 

hand, experience showed that if a new and open setting of this kind can be achieved, 

it creates a warm enthusiasm to continue and to take over the initiative. It is this 

sense of ownership that will prove to be very important for the future development 

of such a programme. It has to be kept in mind that one of the conclusions that show 

up in almost any big enterprise in the field of institutional development is that 

networks are to a large degree bound to one or a small group of persons (their sense 

of ownership) and that dissemination of knowledge is tailor-made. More generally, 

it was stated that the success of such programmes depends on factors such as the co-

operation between the parties, consensus regarding the subjects within the group of 

actors, the steering committee, the (external) consultants involved, the attitude of 

other research funders active in the country (national or international), the 

homogeneity of the scientific community, distance between knowledge generators 

and users, minimal critical mass of research capacity. 
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The analysis of the options. The orientation phase ends with the setting of a 

research agenda by a locally nominated and carefully selected steering committee 

for the programme on the basis of a locally organised user workshop. One of the 

problems that arise here is that the research agenda that comes out of the user 

workshop is as yet no coherent research programme. Priorization of all the different 

topics to be researched, especially in very poor countries, is virtually impossible. 

The steering committee therefore has a most difficult task in producing a more or 

less coherent programme document. This is in DGIS terms the formulation phase. 

Cohesion in this type of programmes is created through the multi- or (more seldom) 

interdisciplinary approach per project where scientists of different backgrounds 

work together on a local problem, in a participatory orientation of the organization 

of the research. One way of doing this is looking back at the position papers prepared 

for the workshop. These papers shed some light on the perspectives of the various 

broadly defined research areas, on the most urgent topics of the field and on the 

available infrastructure for research and dissemination in the country. What needs 

to be done next is a strategic analysis of the different options: 

-What are the socio-economic needs/demands in terms of urgency of perceived 

problems (what factors determine trends with what scenarios)? 

-What are the comparative advantages (strong/weak analysis)? The users are the 

main source of information here. 

-What are the opportunities of using the expected or possible results? To answer this 

question, formal as well as informal networks have to be tapped to deal with f.i. the 

physical advantages of a country, the competitiveness of the research field, 

government policy and change, socio-cultural conditions). 

-What are the possibilities of funding? Here the information from other funders in 

the field of research, national and international, is crucial (existing strong/weak 

points, volume and quality of research, existing facilities and necessary investments, 

pipeline, assets, general infrastructure and functioning). 

 

Furthermore, a weighing up of the choices is to be made, taking into account the 

institutional, political and ideological constraints. In DGIS-terms this is also part of 

the formulation phase. It is important to stress here that priorities in this phase are 
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indicative and do not have a direct relation to the allocation of means. Criteria here 

are: 

-interest in the long run; 

-costs; 

-chance of success; 

-possibility of exploring the field or theme; 

-possibility of using the results and; 

- implications for other options (risks). 

It is important to note what political and organizational measures have to be taken 

to give a particular option a chance for success.  

 

Finally the results have to be transmitted to the donor in the form of a project 

document to be submitted to the donor for a decision on the funding of the 

programme at large. In DGIS-terms this is the outcome of the formulation phase. 

The logic is that at a certain point a commitment from the side of the donor has to 

be generated so as to make the factual funding and transfer of money possible. The 

programme document is an official document stating the overall purpose and 

summary of the strategies of the programme, the organizational structure and links 

(division of tasks and responsibilities along with information flows), a requirement 

analysis (from the perspective of generating research for development), research 

environment analysis (infrastructure/capacity), research investment, priorities and 

synergies (priorization of options) and finally a chapter on measurement, integration 

and control (monitoring and evaluation including information linkages, with special 

attention to scientific quality control and to development relevancy control). 

Important bench marks will be the development relevancy of research results and 

capacity building, along with effectiveness of dissemination. 

From the description above it will be clear that the more work that is done in these 

first phases of agending and programming (or in DGIS terminology orientation and 

formulation phase), the better. However, this does not imply that all of it can best 

be carried out by the donor. On the contrary, the donor has to retreat somehow to a 

kind of "long distance remote control" and give way to local initiatives to yield a 

sense of ownership
20

. 

 
20

Much of the experience that led to the design of the DGIS strategic research 
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5. NETWORKS OF PARTICIPATORY RESEARCH 

 

 

 

 

In addition to the partners in the Dutch research programme there are many other 

NGOs and research institutes who are using participatory research. Some of them 

have long experience in this kind of research or have even contributed to the 

foundation of development of improved methodologies or principles of 

participatory research. They have formed networks for researchers and NGOs who 

use participatory research and they disseminate newsletters or frequent publications 

about the topic. 

 

For the benefit of the partners in the Dutch research programme we have tried to 

give an overview of organization, institutes and networks in the field of participatory 

research, so that those in need of more information can approach them or even get 

involved in some of the network activities. 

 

 

Action Aid 

Sam Joseph (director) 

Post box 5406 

2 Resthouse Road 

Bangalore 560001 

India 

Leading PRA practitioners and trainers in the region.  

 

 

AKRSP (Aga Khan Rural Support Programme) 
Choice Premises 

Swastik Cross Roads 

Navrangpura 

Ahmedabad 380 009 

India 
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Has trained government organizations, but also village volunteers in use of 

participatory approaches for the preparation of village natural resources 

management plan. 

 

 

ALFORJA (Programa Regional Coordinado de Educación Popular) 
Central American Network of Popular Education 

Oscar Jara Holiday (co-ordinator) 

Apartado 369 

1000 San Jose 

Costa Rica 

tel +506-531015/247251 - fax +506-240687 

ALFORJA has a longstanding tradition in the Central American Region. Active 

through training, interchange of experiences, Spanish publications in popular 

education and participatory research.  

 

 

ARUNET 

African Research Utilization Network 

Nancy A George 

PO Box 43864 

Nairobi  

Kenya 

tel +254-2-726255/722194 - fax +254-2-718406/728493 

Is establishing a network for participatory research in the Eastern and Southern 

African region to bridge the gap between development research and its use in 

development-oriented activities at community level. 

 

 

CACE (Centre for Adult and Continuing Education) 
Shirley Walters (director) 

University of Western Cape 

Private Bag X17 

Bellville 7530 
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South Africa 

tel +27-21-9592798 - fax +27-21-9592481 

Since 1990 engaged in action research process to strengthen black people 

(consequences of apartheid) and women. Has developed training programmes, 

publishes various handbooks on gender and popular education research, and 

distributes a networking newsletter 'The talking stick'. 

 

 

Centro Andino de Acción Popular (CAAP) 
Lenny Field 

Apartado Aereo 173-B 

Diego M.Uteras 733 Y S 

Quito 

Ecuador 

Established in 1977, CAAP aims to rescue traditional knowledge on health and 

farming practices in order to conceptualize the productive rationale of Andean 

peasants and to support them. Active publications program, among others serie: 

'Cuadernos de Educación Popular'.   

 

 

CEAAL 

Consejo de Educacion de Adultos de America Latina 

Carlos Nuñez Hurtado (presidente) 

Rafale Cañas 218 - Providencia 

Santiago 

Chile 

tel +56-2-2352532/2351752/235206/2351788 

fax +56-2-2235822 - telex 241044 CEAAL CL CHILE 

Network functioning for twenty years encompassing many NGO's working in the 

field of popular education, participatory research in all development fields, many 

Spanish publications.  
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Centro de Educación y Tecnología (CET) 
Casilla 165 

Correo 9 

Santiago 

Chile 

Searches for alternative forms of agricultural development. Is coordinating a 

Consorcio LatinoAmericano sobre Agroecología y Desarrollo (CLADES), which 

diffuses state-of-the-art papers, systematizations of research, and develops research 

methodologies. 
 

 

Collaborative Action Research Network 
Bridge Somekh (co-ordinator) 

University of East Anglia 

Norwich 

United Kingdom 

They are publishing the Educational Action Research Journal (Triangle Press), main 

journal on action research in the UK. 

 

 

Cornell Participatory Action Network 

104 Un's Hall 

Cornell University 

Ithaca NY 14853 

United States of America 

tel 607-2551004 

Aims to facilitate grass-roots international development practices by developing a 

full complement of participatory research approaches. 
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FAO-People's Participation Programme 

John Rouse 

ESH Via della Terme Caracalla 

00100 Roma 

Italy 

tel +39-6-57971/57973918 

PPP is one of the few official and UN sponsored programmes using a participatory 

action research methodology in pilot projects in about ten different countries. 

 

 

FASE/PTA (Projeto Tecnologias Alternativas) 
Jean Marc van der Weid 

Rua Bento Lisboa 58, 3e Andar 

Catete 

CEP 22221 

Rio de Janeiro RJ 

Brasil 

tel +55-21-253-8317 - fax +55-21-233-8363 

Has provided alternative technologies to organizations and communities of small 

farmers. Established a network of documentation centres, centres for 

experimentation and training. FASE regularly publishes the journal 'Proposta' and 

an intermittent series entitled 'Boletin do Projeto'. 

 

 

Highlander Research and Education Center 

John Gaventa 

Route 3 

Box 370 
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New Market 

Tennessee 37820 

USA 

Using a participatory research methodology for the reappropriation of knowledge 

in Northern American context since many years. 

 
 
 
ICLARM-Manilla 

Integrated Resources Management Group 

Clive Lightfoot (Head) 

P.O.Box 2631 

Makati Metro 

Manila 

Philippines 

tel +63-969-9451 - fax +63-969-9937 

Publications and a journal on farming system research, participatory diagnosis. 

 

 

IIED-Sustainable Agriculture Programme 

International Institute for Environmental Development 

Jules Pretty (director) 

3 Endsleigh Street 

London, WC1H ODD 

England 

tel +44-71-3882117 - fax +44-71-3882826 

The programme promotes and supports the development of socially and 

environmentally aware agriculture through research, training, advocacy, 

networking and information dissemination. Notably is their RRA Notes series, 

which aims at sharing PRA and RRA field experiences and methodological 

innovations throughout the world. 

 

 

Institute of Development Studies - (IDS) 
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Robert Chambers 

University of Sussex 

Brighton BN1 9RE 

United Kingdom 

tel +44-273-606261 - fax +44-273-621202 

Robert Chambers has published numerous articles and books on participatory 

appraisal. 

 

 

 
Institute for Low External Input Agriculture (ILEIA) 
Ann Waters-Bayer 

c/o ETC Foundation 

Kastanjelaan 5 

P.O.Box 64 

3830 AB Leusden 

The Netherlands 

tel +31-33-943086 - fax +31-33-940791 - telex 79380 ETC NL 

Information Centre funded since 1982, publishes ILEIA-Newsletter, proceedings 

on participatory technology development and registers with addresses and 

information in order to facilitate South-South exchange. 

 

 

IPRA/CIAT (Centro International de Agricultura Tropical) 
Jacqueline Ashby (Co-ordinator Participatory Research Projects) 

Apartado Aereo 6713 

Cali 

Colombia 

tel +57-23-675050 - fax +57-23-647243 

Video's on participatory research, on-farm trials and training modules on related 

issues, including gender. 

 

 

Lê Minit Tuê 
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c/o Interforest AB 

P.O.Box 36 

Hanoi 
Vietnam 

tel +10-84-42-53236 - fax +10-84-42-52542 

Information about field experiences, training opportunities and national PRA. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
International Council for Adult Education (ICAE) 
Francisco Vio Grossi 

720 Bathurst Street 

Suite 500 

Toronto 

Ontario 

Canada M5S 2R4 

tel +416-588-1211 - fax +416-588-5725 

World-wide network of adult education. It's journal Convergence publishes 

regularly about participatory research. 

 

 

IRC (International Water and Sanitation Centre) 
Jan Teun Visscher 

P.O.Box 93190 

2509 AD The Hague 

The Netherlands 

tel +31-70-3314133 - fax +31-70-3814034 

Resource Centre and publications on participatory training, community 

management and participatory research related to the water sector. Has started a 

participatory research in six countries of the south on community management of 

water supply. 



 
 

 

194 

 

 

 

IUCN (International Union for Nature Conservation) 
Gracia Borrini (Coordinator Social Policy Service) 

Rue Mauverney 28 

CH-1196 Gland 

Switzerland 

tel +4122-9990001 - fax +4133-9990002 

Has started a Primary Environmental Care network with global activities.  

 

 

 
 
 
Khon Kaen University 

Suriya Smutkupt 

Khon Kaen 40002 

Thailand 

tel +66-43-241331/44 - fax +66-43-241216 

Have published proceedings of different occasions and congresses on RRA and 

participatory research. 

 

 

Liverpool School of Tropical Medicine 

Korrie de Koning 

Pembroke Place 

Liverpool L3 5QA 

United Kingdom 

fax +44-51-7094743 

They have been involved in organizing a seminar on participatory research in health 

and are in the process of producing publications on this theme. 

 

 

Forest Department (FORI-NARO) 
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Makerere University 

John Aluma (Head) 

P.O.Box 7062 

Kampala 

Uganda 

tel +256-41-259626 - fax +256-41-234252 

Information about field experiences, training opportunities and national PRA. 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
MYRADA  

2 Service Road 

Domlur Layout  

Bangalore 560 071  

India  

tel +91- 812576166 

Myrada produces the PRA/PALM series, has made an excellent video film on PRA 

and is one of the organizations that has opened its doors to others who wish to gain 

field experience of PRA.  

 

 

Outreach 

James Mascarenhas (dir.) 

11 Resthouse Crescent 

Bangalore 560001 

India 

NGO with longstanding experience in PRA training and information about national 

networks. 
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Overseas Development Institute 

ODI - Agricultural Research and Extension Network 

John Farington 

Regent's College 

Inner Circle  

Regent's Park 

London NWi 4NS 

United Kingdom 

tel +44-71-4877413 

ODI Occasional Paper series and other publications on research-extension linkages 

and NGO-GO linkages.  

 

 

 
 
 
PACT 

Aroma Goon 

House 56 

Road 16 (New) 27 (Old) 

Dhanmondi R/A 

Dhaka 1209 

Bangladesh 

tel +880-2-324091/815953 - fax +880-2-813416 

Information about field experience, training opportunities and national participatory 

research network. 

 

 

Program for International Development 
Clark University 

950 Main Street 

Worcester 
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Massachusetts 01610 

USA 

tel +1-508-7937336 - fax +1-508-7938881 

Many case studies and publications on village approaches to natural resources 

management.  

 

 

PRAAP (Programme de Recherche en Appuie des Associacion Paysans) 
Lynn Ellsworth 

Saran Kourouma 

CP 13 

Dakar-Fann 

Senegal 

tel +221-254953 - fax +221-225590 

Have translated many publications for French speaking countries, give training and 

support research support, publish a newsletter.  

 

 

 
 
School of Education, University of California 

John Hurst 

Berkeley CA 94720 

USA 

tel +1-510-8412210 - fax +1-510-6436239 

Has started the publication of a newsletter 'Seeds of Fire'. 

 

 

Servicios Multiples de Tecnologias Apropiadas (SEMTA) 
Casilla 20410 

La Paz 

Bolivia 

tel +591-2391-458 - fax +591-2391-458 
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Since more than ten years devoted to development and research for appropriate 

technology for resource poor farmers, member of the Latin American Consortium 

on Agroecology and Development (CLADES). 

 

 

Society for Participatory Research In Asia (PRIA) 
Rajesh Tandon 

42 Tughlakabad Institutional Area 

New Delhi 110062 

India 

fax +91-11-647-1183 

Rajesh Tandon is one of those first involved in participatory research, many 

publications both on theory and practice. The network is very active. 
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Department of Health Services Studies 

TATA Institute of Social Sciences 

Annie George 

PO Box 8313 

Sion Trombay Road 

Deonar 

Bombay 400088 

India 

tel +91-22-5563290 - fax +91-22-5562912 

Publishes a newsletter on qualitative research and is specifically interested in 

development of participatory research methods to investigate women's health 

issues. 

 

 

PROWWESS/UNDP 

Deepah Narayan-Parker  

304 E. 45 Street, 12 th Floor 

New York 

New York 10017 

USA 

tel +1-212-906-5848 - fax +1-212-906-6350 

Gender program and participatory tools in development education and  

research. 

 

 

Voisins Mondiaux (World Neighbors)  

Peter Gubbels  

B.P. 1315 

Ouagadougou  

Burkina Faso,  

West Africa. 

Interesting experiences in Western African region with participatory training and 

research. 
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World Neighbors Development Communications 
Ronald Bunch 

4127 NW 122 Street  

Oklahoma City  

OK 73120   

U.S.A. 

tel +1-405-752-9700 - fax +1-405-752-9393 

World Neighbors has produced an abundance of video's, books, and visual aids on 

participatory technology development. Journal is called 'World Neighbors in 

Action'.  

 

 

World Resources Institute 

Lori Ann Thrupp 

1709 New York Ave NW 

Washington DC 20006 

USA 

tel +1-202-6386300 - fax +1-202-6380036 

Many case studies and publications on village approaches to sustainable 

development.  

 


