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1. Can we have a moratorium on the use of the word paradigm? I am getting dizzy with all the paradigm reversals that are being presented these days. What about something more modest like “a different perspective”

2. Can we have less use of “straw man” type arguments, involving dualistic presentations of the world (of methods available), which can have the unfortunate effects of discouraging people from mixing approaches? The straw man here is “conventional quantitative methods”

3. There is an element of populism to the writing style of this paper [e.g. “this is a myth sustained by some with vested interests in maintaining their “expert” status and privileges”]. Ironically, compared to intentions, I suspect this may actually end up appearing like the authors are talking down to people, rather than treating them as equals. 

4. Its not a matter of some methods being superior to others, but of some methods being more appropriate than others in particular contexts. When it comes to collecting and analysing information on a large scale, quantitative methods are hard to beat. That is why numbers were invented. They go further than descriptions like “some”, “none”, “a few”, “a lot”. One of the challenges of qualitative methods is how to aggregate complex qualitative data on a large scale. Its not impossible, but it is more difficult than adding numbers. For some ideas on how it can be done check out my recent comments on a recent IDRC paper about the analysis of 22 case studies of research influencing policy, at www.mande.co.uk/docs/commentsIDRC.doc And aggregation is not simply a problem of concern to donors (NGO or otherwise). Any large project runs into this type of problem. This includes CCDB in Bangladesh in the early 1990s, who first used the MSC method. 

5. I have used a structured questionnaire, with a sample of villages and households participating in an ActionAid rural development project in NW Vietnam in the mid-1990s. The focus was on people’s perceptions of the relative value of different forms of assistance provided by Action Aid over the previous three years or so. We planned the instrument, collected the data and analysed and used it within the two weeks or so we had available for the evaluation. AAV staff did the surveying, and I tagged along. Not too different from the use of Citizens Reports Cards being promoted by the WB these days. Should I have not used this method? 

6. The comment about poor fit between survey data on income and consumption addresses a common finding, but it omitted the most common explanation. That is that most people in most countries are more willing to disclose details of their expenditure than their income. This applies regardless of the research methods being used.

7. The idea of “complete information” pops up a few times in the paper. It is an odd idea and I wondered where it comes from. Hypotheses-led research does not seek complete information. On the contrary it is very focused in its search, and may run the risk of being too focused. Research done without thinking about some relationships that might be expected to be found can however end up chasing information about everything under the sun, because “it might be interesting”.  If people are showing signs of trying to obtain “complete information” this suggests to me that they are not thinking through what effects their interventions are expected to have, and how they can verify these. If they are spending public money on these interventions then they have a responsibility to do so, and to think through how they can test these ideas. And then to do so.

8. Why privilege obtaining information from groups versus from individuals? Is one means automatically any more participatory than the other? I can see that group methods might be less time consuming, but this is not the basis of the paper’s argument for use of group-based methods. 

9. Who should generate hypotheses and when? The paper argues that  “This [papers arguments] means reversing the mindset with participatory approaches, not questionnaires, becoming the first option considered when numbers are needed. Surveys are then reserved for testing practically important hypotheses and findings of the participatory research” I can see that this might be appropriate in the case of a PhD student’s research, maybe, or in the early appraisal stage of designing a project. But where an organisation has been working in a community for some time it should have accumulated knowledge about what is happening and any extra data collection should be oriented to testing that knowledge. They should have a queue of hypotheses ready to test. What is at issue here is the sequencing of methods, and I think this is a matter not of blanket prescriptions but context-based judgements. There needs to be more discussion about the nature of different contexts and their implications for choice of methods.

10. I was surprised to see that there was no mention of ranking methods. Ranking is the simplest form of measurement known to man (,women or child). Rankings of perceived priorities can be plotted against rankings of perceived success and results examined. Hypotheses can be pre-identified about the desired relationships (e.g. higher priority=higher success) and case studies done of outliers (e.g. high priority & low success and low priority & high success). Rankings are inductive methods allowing multiple locally relevant criteria to be used, then made explicit, discussed and prioritised. Ranking methods can also be applied on multiple scales, of households, villages, districts, etc.

11. Could we have some more modesty when it comes to ambitions about empowering people? Most organisations could go a along way in this direction simply by providing better quality and cheaper  services that their clients value. When one hears about different evaluation and research methods being designed to empower people it is difficult not to be a bit cynical, that these are over-ambitious at best and self serving rationalisations at the worst. I was glad to see some caution expressed in this paper, in respect to participatory methods being able to empower people.

