Hi Rick,

Thanks for this - it is very valuable to get comments to show where wording

etc needs to be changed to address concerns of people with different

experiences.

As most of your comments refer to bits I wrote, I should probably be the

first to respond at least briefly (I have a tight deadline for something

completely unconnected by Thursday and shall not be working on this again

till October):

1) Re paradigm - yes it is overused and maybe we need to think about the

title, but we are talking about quite a bit more here that perspective. It

involves a whole set of attitudes, assumptions and interests.

2) Re straw man /mix approaches - what I am saying in based on the many

impact assessments I have reviewed, been involved in for enterprise

development which I think maybe conform much more to this straw man than

what you are involved in - I have been involved in/come across 4 more this

month which conform to this outline. But I am either bound by contractual

confidentiality and/or know the people involved too well and/or am still

employed by the donors who wrote the TOR to be able/want to make specific

pointed references. But probably I need to find some way of doing this. 

BUT ROBERT I do think we need to discuss more the opportunities for mixing

approaches and have a summary of what sorts of information and contexts are

best addressed through participatory approaches and where other methods may

be needed. I shall be doing this in connection with a paper Ive been asked

to do on quantification for a book on Research methods. A key problem with

participatory methods is if you do need either strict random or purposive

sampling and/or where the political/social context makes any sort of

gathering of people a focus for official suspicion. There are also topics

where the amounts and types of detail needed can only be done on a

noe-to-one basis.

BUT RICK we are not arguing that participatory methods should always replace

everything else, but it should be the first type of methodology to be

considered on the basis of accuracy and relevance of information,

cost-effectiveness and benefits for the people currently bombarded by

surveys and impact assessments. When there are good reasons why

participatory methods would not be the best, then other methods of

investigation would be used within a framework of participatory

investigation ie there would still be much more focus on participatory

methods to identify locally relevant indicators and dissemination/

discussion of findings and implications. 

Thanks for the ref to your paper it will be very useful to the other paper I

am writing.

3) Re structured quetionnaire - as I said we are not saying these methods

should not be used if there is good reason to use them. But it may well be

that you could have got the same information much more quickly with just as

much accuracy through good use of quantification in participatory methods.
Also what happened to the information - how was it fed back to the programme

participants? Surely they need to be involved in deciding the implications

of their aggregated perceptions - even just in the interests of good

programme/participant relations to avoid people with particular gripes

feeling their view was not listened to.

4) Re income and consumption - yes this is the most common explanation and I

should have mentioned this, but is not universally true (eg male expenditure

on alcohol and 'other women' and/or women's expenditure of fancy dresses and

hairdos) and there are gender dimensions to this also as I discuss in a

paper I have just done for USAID and shall be working on over the next few

months. I shall be putting detailed references on the EDIAIS listserve

later.

5) 'Complete information' - I was not talking about hypothesis-led research

but impact assessments where in my experience of enterprise IA very little

time is spent on looking at causal hypotheses and most time is spent trying

to get 'rigorous information' on incomes and expenditures. But again

formulation of hypotheses and identification of indicators which can get

useful information is also often best done incorporating (though not

necessarily bound by) participatory discussions with different relevant

stakeholders.
6) Individuals vs groups - You can use diagram tools with either and also

have participatory discussions leading into and feeding back

individual-level responses as a participatory process. Whether or not the

actual information should be collected through participatory methods does

depend on the types of information and contexts (see above) and I do think

we need to discuss this. I could not have done my research on silk reeling

labourers using any type of participatory group meeting because of the

confidentiality of much of the information and fear of the employers who

lived in the same locality. But my anthropological/survey work on West

Bengal handicraft workers where employers did not live in the community,

done before the real development of PLA,  would have been much quicker, more

in-depth/far-reaching and more useful to the women I was interviewing had I

based the methodology on PLA and then supplemented by other methods where

really necessary.

7) 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.

8) Ranking - yes this should go in, ROBERT there may also be more. But these

have been the contribution of PLA and qualitative methods to quantitative

methods are are often seen as inferior.

9) Re empowering through research - I do think a lot more can be done

through design of questionnaires/interviews and participatory methods to

really ensure that people actually learn something and benefit from the time

they give the researcher. With participatory methods there is the potential

to also set up networks and take things much further if it is part of an

ongoing NGO group-based project. I do think there is a need to look much

more at how this can be done without making self-serving claims - it cuts to

the very heart of power relations between us 'experts' and the people we are

bothering with all our questions and how we can justify all the money

currently being spent on IA rather than implementation of services.

ACTUALLY RICK I am wondering if you would mind sending some comments of this

type to the listserve. This is the sort of useful discussion I was hoping

for. If you do not have time, would you mind my just cutting your list of

points slightly to make it more Email length and I send it to you to paste

on. Im sure people would find the reference to your paper also useful.

Best wishes and thanks again,

Linda

