Hi Linda

Thanks for your comments back…

I will start by telling a story about events today, then linking that to our discussion.

Today I was in a workshop where a team from Bangalore (the Public Affairs Foundation) were explaining how they had used Citizen Report Cards, to track people’s satisfaction with public services such as health, education and water supply, and then feed back that information into the public domain, to help pressure the service providers to improve their performance. At one point they were showing the results from their latest survey, in the form of a list of bullet points they had presented to government officials in Bangalore. One official was diffident to start with, but glued to the screen by then end. 

I told the PAF presenter how I had presented some impact assessment results some years ago, which he might want to try. That was in 1995 with Proshika, in Dhaka. Instead of just showing a group of senior staff a lists of findings I asked them first to guess what the survey results were, for each question, one at a time. Then I showed the result, then we discussed why there was a difference, if there was one. This raised the level of interest in the results immediately. It also showed immediately where the impact assessment itself was having an impact, on staff knowledge of what was happening. 

I then suggested to the PAF team that they could go a step further with their use of the CRC, and interview the staff of the service providing organisations in parallel to their interviews of the people using those services. The difference would be that the interviews of the staff would be about what they thought the aggregate response would be by service users to each of the CRC questions. In other words, systematising and scaling up what I was doing with Proshika on a much smaller scale. Then they could analyse both sets of results and see how they fitted, or not.

Consider the possible findings. 

· Service providers could predict that users were very happy with a given aspect of their service,  and this could be right or wrong. 

· They could also predict that users would be very unhappy with a given aspect of their services, and this could be right or wrong.

In other words, there could be different combinations of fact (actual public attitudes) and organisational knowledge about those facts (predictions of what people would say). The nature of these combinations has serious consequences. More than information about public opinion on its own. To explain, I will use a courtroom example. A person may commit an act that hurts or even kills someone. The court will spend quite a bit of time trying to establish whether the person _knew_ in advance what they were doing and what the likely consequences would be, or whether they _knew_ only at the time of the act, or only after the act. Their conclusions about which of these possibilities applied can in some countries have life or death consequences, between freedom, life in gaol or execution. It all depends on whether the person _knew what they were doing_ and how much conscious foresight went into the act. So the facts alone that someone died were only part of the picture. Now turn around and ask what implications the same argument has for how we should appraise positive impacts, rather than negative ones. The same way. A positive change that some one planned, and then saw happening should, by the same logic, be given a different status to one that they only found out about later. One of the reasons for making this distinction about whether the person knew what they were doing is to do with the ability and/or predilection to repeat this act in the future. Reproducing a positive impact that was achieved without conscious knowledge is going to be more difficult to reproduce than reproducing one that was achieved with planned intent and knowledge of how it happened.

Let me now go back to the PAF and how they could use this approach to inform their analysis of PAF findings. It may have applications to other types of surveys carried out by other members of the listserve

I would not only list which services people were very satisfied with and very unsatisfied with. I would also identify the extent to which the service providers had accurately predicted their customers responses. I would be more worried about poor services knowing delivered than poor services unknowingly delivered, and I would be happier with good services knowingly delivered than good services unknowingly delivered. And I would rate the service providers not only by the overall satisfaction their customers gave them, but how well they knew what their users thought of their services.

Now lets move on to the question of where do good hypotheses/predictions come from (I think there is a relevant quote from Mao here i.e. “Where do correct ideas come from? Do they come from the sky? No. Do they come from…[sorry, showing my age here]) This is something you raised when I made the comment about how organisations should have a queue of hypotheses waiting to test. You were not keen on this idea, and said “

“Re when hypotheses - even where organizations do have a queue of hypotheses waiting to be tested, which of these hypotheses are to be prioritised and even whether they are accurate/relevant or whether other hypotheses might not be more important to test is (in my experience) likely to benefit substantially from testing/examination in focus group discussions with relevant stakeholders - NGO staff are subject to prejudices and blind reading of 'expert texts' like the rest of us. Gender and ethnic divisions being a prime example where NGO staff, particularly those in Head Offices in charge of M and E Departments and who rarely go to the field, often have very inaccurate assumptions/stereotypes of how things work. Field staff often have a much better idea, but do not have an overview or enough voice and even they (particularly in micro-finance) have not talked to people in sufficient depth/breadth of opinion”

I will revert back to the courtroom line of argument. I think service providing organisations have a responsibility to “to know what they are doing”, That is, not just have positive impacts, but also have a good idea about where they are taking place. Their clients have a right to express views on the services provided, the behaviour of the service providers, and to contest the service providers interpretations of what they think they are doing. But they don’t have responsibilities to generate views about likely impacts. Asked nicely though and they might offer their views. The two parties rights and responsibilities are not the same. The service providers have paid responsibilities. They should earn their keep.

On what we might call NGO staff prejudices and biases, I would argue that these are actually forms of organisational knowledge, that need to surfaced, tested and contested. Not things to be avoided, as if they can be. In the MSC approach to monitoring NGO staff subjectivity (aka bias, aka peoples values) is managed by being put on the table and discussed, through the process of comparing the significance of specific events. We can also, via survey approaches to impact assessment, try to convert biases into specific predictions that can be tested. The results of testing of their views can help build a body of explicit and formalised (i.e.  accessible and sustainable) knowledge in the organisation about what works and what does not work. (Process monitoring is another tool that can also help build such knowledge, about how to achieve more immediate outputs, rather than impacts). While saying this I recognise that there is more than just formal knowledge and organisational procedure involved in organisational learning. There is also an important population of background values that informs the use of these. MSC monitoring does help focus on these values.

So, I think I still am unhappy with your proposal to start with participatory approaches involving clients. I would start with the service providing organisation, then move out to see what the clients thought, by comparison. When doing that I might use a mix of methods, depending on circumstances.

There are some references here that may be of interest:

MSC monitoring at www.mande.co.uk/docs/ccdb.htm 

“Treating Organisations as though they were machines”, at http://mandenews.blogspot.com/2004_06_20_mandenews_archive.html

